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Foreword

“One man's nirvana is another man’s ngp” - from the New York Times 1979 review of
Music for Airports.

“Very repetitive, but if you wanted to relax or fal adeep it would be perfect” - C.S.

“It's lullingly beautiful, both intimate and digtant, 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.” - from Creem 1976 review of Discreet Musc.

“I must admit, | redlly don't think | could listen to this for too long” - B.H.

“CDs of this music make useful coasters’ - N.G.

| doubt whether many of the readers of this thesis will have heard of Brian Eno, let
adone know anything about his ambient musc. Some people know him as a record
producer—he has produced many important dbums including releases by David Bowie,
Taking Heads and U2 to name but three. Of his own work, his ambient music is perhaps

the least well known and the most misunderstood.

Eno’'s ambient music is quiet and repetitive—its am is not to grab the ligener’s
attention, but to play gently in the background and yet be interesting enough to bear close
atention. | have included a CD of recorded examples with this thess for the smple

reason that description of the music in notation and words does not do it justice.

| am indebted to Professor John Casken for his willingness to take a legp into the
unknown and supervise this work and to Yvonne Eddy for her patient proof-reading

ills



Barney Stevenson
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1. Brian Eno: his background and the musical and

aesthetic origins of the Ambient style

1.1 EDUCATION

Brian Peter George St John le Baptiste de la Sdle Eno was born on 15" May
1948 in Woodbridge, Suffolk and was educated as a child by the nuns and brothers of
the De la Sdlle order, Ipswich. At the age of Sxteen he began a two year pre-diploma
course at Ipswich Art School and continued his art education as a diploma student at
Winchester Art Schoal, at a time when art schools were particularly liberd ingtitutions at
some remove from the academic mainsream. The radica, unorthodox and
interdisciplinary atmosphere a Ipswich first fomented Eno's ideas about musc. Eno

recdled the culture shock of art school in alecturein 1974:

“I guess that we were dl united by one idea—that art school was the place where
you would be able to express yoursdlf, where the passionate and intuitive nature
that you felt raged ingde you would be set free and turred into at. As it
happened, we couldn’'t have been more wrong. The first term at Ipswich was
devoted to getting rid of those glly ideas about the nohbility of the artist by a
process of complete and relentless disorientation.  We were set projects that we
could not understand, criticised on bases that we did not even recognise as
rdevant.”*

! Eno. Trent Polytechnic Lecture. 1974. Quoted in Eno, Brian, Russell Mills and Rick Poynor. More
Dark than Shark. London, 1986, p.40
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The teaching approach at 1pswich was interdisciplinary and embraced the new field
of cybernetics, the science of organisation and control as well as more conventiond art
theory. Eno was encouraged to explore the nature of crestive behaviour, to react to new
Stuations with a broader, less predictable range of responses and to learn to discover art
in unfamiliar places. His work began to move more in the direction of musca
composition, starting with sound sculptures and progressing to the use of tgpe recorders.
By the age of twenty, Eno owned thirty tape recorders in various states of disrepair, each
of which had its own idiosyncratic sonic character and only a couple of the machines

functioned correctly.

Eno described his reasons for moving to music asfollows.

“In the mid-1960s, music was definitely the happening at. Painting seemed

extremey cumbersome, bunged up with old ideas and incgpable as a medium of

responding to a new feding that was moving through the arts. This new feding was
expressed by the motto ‘process not product’. The movement represented a
sense many people fdt, that the orientation towards producing objects was no
longer exciting, and, instead, processes were becoming the point of focus. Mogt of
the country’s art teachers found this orientation difficult to ssomach, because they
had been educated in a climate that taked in terms of ‘baance, ‘harmony’,

‘spatid relationships and ‘colour vaues —al of which are formd qualities of the
object. And they were faced with agroup of students who were effectively saying,
‘| don't care what the painting looks like; it's Smply a residue of this procedure
that I'minterested in.” But music seemed to avoid this dilemma completel y—musc
was process, and any attempt to define a single performance of a piece as its
raison d’ étre seemed automaticaly doomed. A music scoreis by definition amap
of a set of behavioura patterns which will produce aresult—but on another day
that result might be entirely different.”?

?1bid., p.41
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While the above definition of a musica score does to some extent apply to ‘traditiona’
musica notation, Eno was referring to the scores of Experimenta Music, which are |eft

ddiberately open and often consst of aset of verba indructions.

1.2 EXPERIMENTAL MUSIC, SILENCE AND NOISE

Eno was first drawn to Experimenta Music through John Cage's epochd book
Slence, which he read and re-read during his time as an at sudent. Eno's desire to
move away from object orientated works of art is reflected in Michael Nyman's

description of the importance of process to Experimenta Composers.

“Experimental composers are by and large not concerned with prescribing a
defined time-object whose materids, structuring and relationships are calculated
and arranged in advance, but are more excited by the prospect of outlining a
situation in which sounds may occur, a process of generating action (sounding or
otherwise), afield ddlineated by certain compositiond ‘rules .”*

Nyman goes on to describe five processes that may be used:
Chance determination processes: fird used by Cage and involving techniques such
as usng the | Ching book of changes, observing imperfections in paper on which
music iswritten and generating random numbers by computer.
People Processes. processes which dlow the performers to move through the music

at their own speed.

¥ Nyman, Michael. Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond. London, 1974, p.3

10
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Contextual Processes: processes arisng from the context of a performance, such as
sdecting pitches from those heard nearby, as in Corndius Cardew’s The Great
Learning, Paragraph 7.

Repetition Processes: the sole use of extended repetition to generate movement.
Electronic Processes. processes which arise as the result of the action of ectronic
equipment on the sound.*

In Slence, Cage's words have much resonance with Eno’s approach to music and
music making. In 1937, Cage proposed widening the field of musica sounds to include
that which had previoudy been disregarded as noise. His ideas were gavanised by new
technologies which permitted the recording and precise manipulaion of sound and the
possibility of usng eectronics to make musica noises. He proposed a new classification
for this new practices “If this word ‘musc’ is to be reserved for eighteenth- and
nineteenth- century ingtruments, we can subgtitute a more meaningful term: organisation of
sound”.” He dso drew atention to the inadequacy of musica notation which, since it
segments pitch into discrete steps, will not serve the composer who “will be faced with
the entire field of sound’®. Further, he proposed a much greater control of rhythm, made
possible at that time by the technique of film recording’. He wrote that “the ‘frame’, or

fraction of a second, following established film technique, will probably be the basic unit

*1bid. p.5-8

® Cage, John. Silence—L ectures and writings by John Cage. London, 1968, p.3

®bid. p.4

" Before the advent of magnetic tape, composers made use of technology developed for the cinema,
which allowed sound to be encoded optically onto projector film, enabling a synchronous
soundtrack to be carried. By simply altering the patterns printed on the film, it was possible to alter
the amplitude and frequency of the sound.

11
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in the measurement of time’®, This remark was uncannily prophetic of the use of SMPTE

time code’ as the standard synchronisation method in recording studios a present.

However, Cage was not the first person to propose composition with noise. Over
two decades earlier, the Futurist Luigi Russolo had written a series of polemica essays

under the generd title of The Art of Noises. In the essays he wrote in particular detall

about the noises of war, war being one of the favoured concerns of Futurism. Russolo,
adong with the painter Ugo Fiati, dso invented a series of indruments cdled the
intonarumori.  These noise machines had fantastic names such as the Howler, the
Hummer, the Crackler, the Burder, the Whistler and the Gurgler. It is perhaps not
aurprising that these instruments met with some resistance in a performance at the London
Coliseaum in 1914. Another important figure preceding Cage was Edgard Varese, whose
lonisation (1929-31) was scored for thirteen percussion ingruments, including srens, and

Wwas nearer to conventiond ideas of noise than music.

1.3 ENO AND EXPERIMENTAL ART AND MUSIC

By stressing the primacy of process over product and of behaviour over results,
Cage created many possihilities of didogue between the various branches of the arts.
Idess that were held in common could overcome differences of medium and redisation.

Concept was dl. AsEno'sinterest in Experimenta Music grew, he became interested in

®bid. p.5
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the posshilities of goplying smilar principles to painting and sculpture.  One of the
principal areas of interest for experimental composers was the differences that would
arise between successive performances of a particular work. (Eno was later to write a

paper for the journd Studio International™ which, amongst other things, investigated

factors which influence the variation in different performances of experimenta works, in

particular Paragraph 7 of Cardew’s The Great Learning). In 1967, while he was a

diploma dsudent a Winchester Art School, Eno produced two scores for the
‘performance of paintings. These scores, like many of their counterpartsin Experimenta
Music by composers such as LaMonte Young, Christian Wolff, George Brecht and
Cardew, consgted of written ingructions. In the first work, two or more performers
follow a set of geometrical ingtructions and British Standard Colour codes and attempt to
paint the same picture. The completed paintings are exhibited sde by sde. In the
second work, an attempt is made to reconstruct an unseen panting by means of
examining brushes and rags used and paint splashes made during the cregtion of the
hidden painting and by questioning eye witnesses. Again, both canvases are to be

exhibited together.

Eno was involved in the performance of Experimenta Music from the time he was
a Winchester Art School until he joined the rock group Roxy Music in 1971. Whilst a

sudent, he formed an avant-garde performance group, Merchant Taylor's Simultaneous

® Developed in the 1950s for the synchronisation of sound and pictures in film and video, SMPTE
(Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers) time code identifies the position on the film,
video or audio tape in hours, minutes, seconds and frames from a starting point.

13
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Cabinet. They performed various experimenta works by Eno, Christian Wolff and
George Brecht. Amongst the pieces performed were two versions of Brecht's piece

Drip Music (Drip Event) (1959-62) (example 1). The second of these performances

was conceived on alarge scale, in keeping with the theetrical and visud nature of many of
Brecht's ‘event’ pieces and consisted of an enormous cube, ten feet high, through which
ranwater passed by various routes. Later, Eno performed LaMonte Young's X for
Henry Hynt (1960). This very repetitive piece was to have consderable influence on
Eno’s later work (see 1.6 Vexations, X for Henry Flynt and Repetition). Asa
member of the Scraich Orchestra founded by Cornelius Cardew, Michadl Parsons and
Howard Skempton, Eno participated in severd performances and a recording of

Cardew’s work The Gresat Learning (1968-71). He dso joined the Portsmouth Sinfonia,

a group founded by Gavin Bryars and drawn from members of Portsmouth Polytechnic.
The Sinfonia was dedicated to performing imperfect readings of popular classics. The
connection with Experimentad Musc here would come under the heading ‘people
processes (see 1.2 Experimental Music, Silence and Noise), as there was

consderable discrepancy between the performers, most of whom were non-musicians

After Eno joined Roxy Music and stepped into the entirdy different world of
commercid music, he continued his involvement with Experimental Music. He convinced
Idand Records (Roxy Music's record label) that it would be commercialy astute to fund

a research and development programme, analogous to those found in industry. Thistook

1% Eno, Brian. * Generating and Organising Variety in the Arts.’” Studio I nternational cmixxxiv (1976) p.
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the form of the label Obscure Records. Eno’s aim was to concentrate on the area where
the peripheries of Experimenta Music and popular music mingle. He was interested in
the possibility of music outsde the mainstream having the potentid of being absorbed
into, modifying and enriching the mainstream—in short he saw the commercia potentia of
certain Experimental Music, which he fet would gpped to a wider audience. The ten
records released by Obscure between 1975 and 1978 dl fell under asimilar category of
being unobtrusive and ‘ambient’ in syle. Composers featured include Gavin Bryars,
Christopher Hobbs, David Toop, John Cage and Michag Nyman. The labe closed
when Eno moved from Idand to Polydor, but in its three years it served its purpose, by

bringing Experimental Music to awider audience.

1.4 AMBIENCE AND ENVIRONMENTAL MUSIC

In Silence, while discussing Experimental Music, Cage wrote:

“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 mudc to the sounds that happen to be in the
environment.”** “It is evidently a question of bringing one's intended actions into
relation with the ambient unintended ones... A sound has four characteristics.

frequency, amplitude, timbre and duration. Silence (ambient noise) has only
durdion... A timethat’'sjust timewill let sounds be just sounds and if they are folk
tunes, unresolved ninth chords or knives and forks, just folk tunes, unresolved ninth
chords or knives and forks.”*2

279-83.
"Cage Silence p.7-8
2| bid. p.80-81
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Cage'sam wasto dlow music to develop according to the logic of sound, rather than by
some impaosed logic, borne of a manipulation of motives, melodies or twelve-tone rows.
Music was no longer to be perceived as a language of rationd discourse; if it was to be
perceived as a language at dl, it would be as a language of statement. This music that
“opens its doors’ to ambient sounds Cage likens to modern sculpture or architecture
which takes into account and makes pogtive use of its environment. The logica extreme
of this principle is embodied in Cage's most (in)famous work 4' 33" (premiéred in 1952).
It is written to be performed o any instrument and congsts of three movements dl

marked tacet and each given atime, the three times adding up to four minutes and thirty-
three seconds. The piece amounts to one enormous ‘door’ opened to the ambient noises

present in the performance area.

Related to Cag€s approach to dlence and ambient sounds but using
predetermined compositional structures is a category of compositions which may be
classfied as ' Environmental Music'. Here, sounds, real and/or artificial, are combined to
create a compaosition which is strongly suggestive of an environment. A perfect example

of this is Luc Ferrai’s Presque Rien no.1 (1970). The subtitle of this compodtion is

Daybresk on the Beach and the work consists of several hours recorded around dawn of

activities on a beach. The sounds have been edited down to about twenty minutes of
music, without there being any loss of continuity. Another good example of this technique
was employed by the rock group Pink Floyd on the track Echoes from their 1971 dbum
Meddle. The track, which occupies the whole second side of the LP, has a centra

section of gpproximately five minutesin length in which sounds of wind, birds of prey and

16
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various other dectronicaly produced sounds are looped and combined to produce a

frightening sonic environment reminiscent of an exposed location on a cold misty moor.

1.5 THE ORIGINSOF ENO’S AMBIENT STYLE

Brian Eno credits an accident in which he was hit by a taxi for the crestion of
Ambient Music. He was bed-ridden for severd days and unable to move a great dedl.
A vigting friend brought him arecord of eighteenthcentury harp music, which, with some

consderable difficulty, he put on to play after his visitor had left.:

“Having laid down, | redised that the amplifier was set a an extremdy low leve
and that one channd of the stereo had failed completely. Since | hadn't the energy
to get up and improve maiters, the record played on amogt inaudibly. This
presented what was for me a new way of hearing music - as part of the ambience
of the environment just as the colour of the light and the sound of the rain were
parts of that ambience.”*®

Three years later he was waiting for a plane a Cologne arport and imagined this

dyle of music there:

“| garted to think what kind of music would work. It was clear that the music
would need to be able to withstand interruption...and it would have to be
something that didn't need to be loud... | redised that I'd have to work in
frequency ranges that didn’t conflict with conversation... The idea was to try and
make music that fitted into the container of the functioning airport. The ideawasto
try to suggest that there were new places to put music, new kinds of niches where
music could belong.”**

3 Liner notes to Eno, Brian. Discreet Music. Virgin EEGCD23. 1975
¥ From an interview with Korner, Anthony. ‘ AuroraMusicalis.” Artforumxxiv: x (1986) p.77.
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1.6 MUSIQUE D'AMEUBLEMENT

Silence incdludes an imaginary interview between Cage and Erik Satie. Satie lived
from 1866 to 1925 and his influence stretches from French composers at the beginning of
the twentieth century such as Debussy and Ravel, to Cage and other experimenta
composers in the latter haf of the century. Satie proposed amusic that would blend into

Its surroundings and not demand attention:

“We must bring about a music which is like furniture—a musc, thet is, which will
be part of the noises of the environment, will take them into consideration. | think
of it as melodious, softening the noises of the knives and forks, not domingting
them, not imposing itsdf. It would fill up those heavy slences that sometimes fdll
between friends dining together. It would spare them the trouble of paying
attention to their own band remarks. And at the same time it would neutrdise the
dreet noises which so indiscreetly enter into the play of the conversation. To make
such amusic would be to respond to aneed.”

In collaboration with Darius Milhaud, Satie arranged some Furniture Musc
(‘Musque D’Ameublement’) for an interval of a Max Jacob play a the Gaerie
Barbazanges in the Falbourg Saint-Honoré. The music conssted of fragments taken from
other composars works, continualy repeated by musicians in various parts of the room.
Ironicaly, however, Sdti€' s intention that the music should not impose itself was not to be
realised, since he had to rush around the room, asking the audience to ignore what they

were hearing.

®1bid. p76
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1.7 VEXATIONS, X FOR HENRY FLYNT AND REPETITION

In 1893, Satie composed Vexations, a brief passage for solo piano (example 2). It
was accompanied by an ingruction: “In order to play this piece 840 times, the performer
should prepare beforehand in deep silence and serious immohility.”** Cage found the
piece in Paris in 1949 and premiered it in 1963 in a performance using eleven pianigts
playing in shifts and lasting nearly nineteen hours. The piece has a Smple Sructure with
four repeats of athirteen bar melody. The second and fourth repest are accompanied by
non-diatonic harmonies which are the same on both occasons, but shifted in regidter.
The firg hearing of the un-harmonised meody might suggest tond movement on a smal
scae, dthough very rgpidly modulating to unrelated keys, but thisisrapidly countered by
the harmony which, with one exception, is a series of pardld tritones. The listener’s ears
are drawn to different aspects of the various sonorities on repeated listening. The music
cannot be said to develop; there is no perceptible logic determining its progresson. One
is only aware of the four sections of the form and, after some time, the only digtinction is

between monody and harmony.*’

Vexations can be seen as a precursor of the repetitive music composed in reaction
to the indeterminacy of Cage and hisfollowers. The music written by composers such as

LaMonte Young, Steve Reich and Terry Riley became known as ‘minimdist’ music.

18 Quoted in: Toop, David. Ocean of Sound—Aether Talk, Ambient Sound and Imaginary Worlds.
London, 1995, p.199

Y This last observation was made after listening to (or rather hearing) Vexations for aperiod of one
hour whilst otherwise engaged, in the true spirit of Musique D’ Ameublement.
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Eno's interest in Experimental Music had led him to perform Young's X for Henry Hynt

(1960) & a student. The piece cdls for the performer to ‘play’ a single unspecified
sound or cluster of sounds, without variation, an arbitrary number of times, symbolised by

the letter X. Eno chose to perform X for Henry Hynt on piano, by linking his forearms

together and smashing them down on the keyboard once a second for the period of an
hour (in this case X = 3600, the number of secondsin an hour). Although he aimed to hit

the same cluster each time Eno found that:

“one began to notice the most minute variations from one crash to the next. The
subtraction of one note by the right elbow missng its top key was immediately and
dramaticaly obvious. The dight variaions of timing became mgor compostiona
changes, and the congtant changes within the odd beet frequencies being formed by
al the discords began to develop into melodic lines. Thiswas, for me anew use of
the error principle and led me to codify alittle law that has since informed much of
my work—* Repetition is aform of change .”*

By this, Eno was dluding to the imposshbility of true repetition by a human performer.
This concept was of greeat interest to Eno, not least because of the mind's ability to filter

out information common to the repetitions and focus on the new information that is left.

For Eno, the music of the ‘minimaists was of great importance, because it
presented not only an interesting concept in composition, but dso a new way of listening.
Reich developed a technique, which he called phasing, where two short tape loops of the

same recording gradudly dip out of synchronisation with each other. The two best

18 Eno. Lecture to Trent Polytechnic, quoted in Eno et al. More Dark Than Shark p.43.
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known works employing this technique are Come Out (1966) and It's Gonna Ran

(1969). Eno described the process of listening to a phasing piece:

“One of the interesting things about the earsis that they work in the same way asa
frog's eye works... A frog's eyes don’'t work like ours. Ours are dways moving:
we blink. We scan. We move our heads. But afrog fixes its eyes on a scene and
leaves them there. It stops seeing dl the datic parts of the environment, which
become invisble, but as soon as one dement moves, which could be what it wants
to eat—the fly—it is seen in very high contragt...and the tongue comes out and
takes it. [When ligening to a phasing piece] our ears behave like a frog's eyes.
Since the materid is common to both tapes, what you begin to notice are not the
repeeting parts but the sort of ephemera interference pattern between them. Your
ear telescopes into more and more fine detail until you' re hearing what to me seems
like atoms of sound. [It's Gonna Rain] absolutely thrilled me because | redised
then that | understood what minimaism was about. The cregtive operation is
ligening. It isn't just a quedion of a presentation feeding into a passve
audience.”*®

Thiswas ‘ Repetition isaform of change in action par excellence.

The ‘frog’seye view of music opened anew world to Eno:

“These mudcd qudities are fairly new to Western musc—we have tended to
sress a teleological concept of progress within a piece of music, where climaxes
are achieved by fulfilling or disappointing expectations generated by the previous
progress of the music. An interesting thing happens to one' s perception of mugc if
this concept of pace and direction is removed, for example by repetition.”?

The above quote embodies the aesthetic that Eno developed and applied to what he
cdled his Ambient Mudgc. Eno's ams for his own musc and the principle of non

teleologicd ‘vertical musc’ are the subject of the next chapter.

¥ Korner. ‘AuroraMusicalis'. p. 79.
% Eno, from areview of Here Come the Warm Jets, requested by Spare Rib, 1973. Quoted in Eno et .
More Dark Than Shark p.43-44
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2. Paintingsin Sound: Vertical Timein Music

2.1 ENO’SAESTHETIC AIMS

Eno has expounded a condderable length his aesthetic intentions for his music.
Mogt frequently, he uses metgphors of painting and colour to describe his compostions.
These descriptions are ggnificant as, to Eno, they convey much information about his
compositiond gpproach and offer clues as to how one should gpproach the music as a
listener. In 1975, at the time of the release of his first ambient record Discreet Music,”

Eno wrote:

| believe that we are moving towards a position of using music and recorded sound
with the variety of options that we presently use colour—we might Smply useit to
‘tint’ the environment, we might use it ‘diagrammaticaly’, we might use it to modify
our moods in amost sublimina ways. | predict that the concept of ‘muzak’ %, once
it sheds its connotations of aura garbage, might enjoy a new (and very fruitful)
lease of life. Muzak, you see has one great asset: you don't have to pay attention
to it. This drikes me as a generous humility with which to imbue a piece of music,
though it is nice to ensure that music can offer rewards to those who do give it their
atention.”*

2! Strictly, as Discreet Music was released three years before Eno coined the description ‘ambient’, it
should not be described as such. However, retrospectively, the music is entirely commensurate with
the ambient style.

% Since the 1950s, the Seattle firm Muzak Inc. has produced endless recordings of familiar music
arranged in alightweight and derivative style.

% Eno. ‘ Shedding Light on Obscure Records’, Street Life 15-28 November 1975. Quoted in Eno et dl.
More Dark Than Shark. p.44
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Chapter 2
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The assartion that music (particularly music that ams not to attract the listener’ s attention)
could be ‘used’ for anything, raises familiar questions about semiology and meaning in
music. However, the above description dludes to a music that is unobtrusive and yet

detailed and that blends easily with the environment.

As a non-musidan,®* Eno has a painter's approach to composition and this is

borne out by his description of the tape recorder as“amusica collage device’ %

“I redised that [with magnetic tape] you could mess with time—storing it and then
digorting it in ay way you wanted—and this turned mudc into a plagtic
art.”When you work on tape as | do, it means that music has become physica
materid: a substance which is malegble, mutable, cuttable and reversble. Tape
puts music in a spatid dimengon. | can have a direct, empirica reationship with
sound itself. | rdlate to music the way a painter relates to apainting.”?’

In working on the dbum On Land, he extended the painting metaphor ill further by
setting himself aworking rule anything he recorded onto tape had to appear in the fina
composition—transformed or reduced perhaps, but not destroyed. This process is
analogous to a painting that starts out with broad gestures which are refined and added to

in detall as the painting progresses. Eno was conscioudy attempting to retain a sense of

 Eno’s own description. Eno isuntrained in music theory and has only limited technical ability ona
number of instruments, including keyboard. He has never felt any need to change this situation,
feeling that “the craft of music is [not] relevant to the art of music” (quoted in Tamm, Eric. Brian Eno
electronic musician: progressive rock and the ambient sound, 1973-1986. Diss., University of
California(Berkeley), 1988. p. 92).

% Interview by Geoff Brown ‘Eno’s Whereit's At’ Melody Maker xlviii (10 November 1973). Quoted
in Tamm Brian Eno p.137

% |nterview with Stephen Demorest. ‘ The Discreet charm of Eno: an English pop theorist seeks to
redefine music.” Horizon xxi (June 1978). Quoted in Tamm. Brian Eno. p.52.

%" |nterview by Michael Zwerin, International Herald Tribune. 14 September 1983. Quoted in Eno et
a. More Dark Than Shark p.96.

23



Chapter 2
Paintingsin Sound: vertical timein music

the work’s past higtory, in the same way as a painting can reved traces of its higtory in

the build-up of its brushstrokes.

Eno advocates a new approach to listening to music:

“I"d like people to have the expectations of music that they presently have of

panting. If apanting is hanging on awal where we live, we don't fed that we're
missing something by not paying attention to it. It's just there—probably we' Il [ook
a it alittle today, and probably tomorrow again. It's a sort of continuous part of
the environment. These are the expectations we have of paintings. Y et with music,
we dtill have the expectation of some kind of drama.”?

Eno’s music is characterised by repetition and very dowly evolving textures so that, in his
own words “it doesn't matter if you miss a bit’®. He cdls this ‘holographic
compasition’. By this he is referring to the fact that in a shattered hologram, the whole
image is il visble, dthough less dearly, in every fragment however amal. Likewise, in
his composition, Eno feds that something of the nature of the whole work may be gleaned

from listening to a short section.

The principa of holographic compostion may convincingly be evoked by what Eno
believes to be the single most important innovation of popular music: the sound of the

record:

“One of the interesting things about pop music is that you can often identify a
record from...the briefest snaich of sound and know, “Oh, that's ‘Good
Vibraions,” or whatever. A fact of amost any successful pop record is that the

% Korner. ‘AuroraMusicalis’. p.78.
# Loc. cit.
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sound is more of a characterigtic than its melody or its chord structure or anything
ese. The sound is the thing that you recognise.”*

Eno’sam in his ambient music is to focus on the sound of the music by “[leaving] out the
tunes, the chord patterns, the beats, and so on, in order to ded with the texture—the one

innovation that really characterises this period of music.”**

In a further extension to the painting metaphor, Eno finds that at a certain sage of
composing he finds that the music evokes a sense of place, in landscape terms. From this
point, his perception of the geography, light and climate of the landscape directs the
process of composition. Working with recorded sound alows him to design rot only
new instruments but also new locations for them. In a clear echo of Cage's ided of
composers becoming ‘organisers of sound’, Eno likes to blur the digtinction between
‘music’ and ‘noisg, by working with “dl the complex sounds on the way out to the
horizon, to pure noise.”** The addition of reverberation, echo and other trestmentsis an
intringc part of the compostion, and not merely a cosmetic addition. Further to this
landscape and painting sensbility, Eno feds tha his moving away from writing ‘songs
was equivaent to the remova of persondity from the landscgpe. The addition of even a
amall human figure dramaticaly dters the balance of alandscape painting by automatically

becoming a datum for the perception of scale and perspective.

¥ |bid. p.76.
% |bid. p.77
% |oc. cit.
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Clearly, andytica discusson of sound texture is hampered by a dearth of widely
used and understood parameters with which to describe it anongst musicologists. My
own research uncovered only one volume dedling specificaly with this subject®, which
very rgpidly descendsinto detailed discussion of subjects such as auditory physiology and
psychoacoudtics. It is unfortunately not possible to cover such subject matter in a sudy
of thislength (nor, | propose, would it be of interest or even understood by a mgority of
its readerd!). | therefore intend to refer to sound texture in only the broadest of terms,
with tacit admisson of subjectivity, and to back up my observations with recorded

examples.

2.2 TELEOLOGICAL MUSIC

The mgority of Western Music is built of a complex hierarchy of expectationsin
the short, medium and long term. To use Leonard B. Meyer's term, the music is
teleological®, it is god oriented and develops in time.  Until its breskdown in the late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century, the language of tondity, with its fundamenta
dominant-tonic relaionship, was the sngle most important hierarchica congruct,
governing sructures at every level. Tona music virtudly adways returns to the tonic—the
point of greatest stability—as a universdly accepted god after the chalenge by other

keys. Of course, some of the most dramatic moments in music play on the build-up of

¥ Slawson, Wayne. Sound Color. Berkeley, 1985.
¥ Meyer, Leonard B. Music, the Arts and Ideas. Patterns and Predictions in Twentieth-Century
Culture. Chicago, 1967. p. 71-73.
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expectations by fulfilling them at an unexpected time or in an unexpected way. As the
tonal vocabulary increased in chromaticism towards the turn of the century, music
remained god orientated; in many senses its chromaticism was ameans of heightening the

atticulation of points of arrival.

Chromatic harmony ultimately resulted in the sddining of tond root progressons
and in the rise of an atond language. Early atona composers were faced with finding
dternative means of articulating gods and with finding dternative hierarchies upon which
to base the congruction of their music. Devices such as rhythmic variation were used, for
example dowing down towards a ‘cadence’, which itsdf might be highlighted by a
following dlence. Non-harmonic devices such as insrumentd texture and register were
gppropriated as structurd devices, replacing the tond system’s a priori god orientation.
In atond music, the ligener is often unaware of the god towards which the music is
directed until itsarrival. Much atond music is chalenging to follow teleologicaly, because

of the lack of recognisable structurd articulations in the form of familiar tond devices.

2.3 LINEARITY AND NONLINEARITY

In his highly detailed and well written volume on the subject of time in music®
Jonathan Kramer defines two principles by which dl music may be described: linearity

and nonlinearity. Virtudly al music exhibits both linearity and nonlinearity. Kramer

% Kramer, Jonathan D. The Time of Music: New Meanings, New Temporalities, New Listening
Strategies. New York, 1988. p.20-22.
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defines linearity as “the determination of some characteristic(s) of music in accordance
with implications that arise from earlier events of the piece’ and nonlinearity as “the
determination of some characterigtic(s) of music in accordance with implications that arise
from principles or tendencies governing an entire piece or section”.* Thusit is dear that
tond musc, with its highly deveoped hierarchies and tonic-god orientetion, is
predominantly linear. Kramer goes on to ducidate cultural resonances with linearity.*’
The higtorical world view in the West is dominated by ideas of cause and effect, progress
and god orientation. The theories of Newton, Marx and Darwin are dl based on lineerity
and the predominant religion, Chrigtianity, is based on the god of redemption of sins and
eternd life. The primacy of capitaism is given currency by the perceived need for

materia betterment. It is therefore no great surprise that Western music is dominated by

the tond system and linearity.

The principle of nonlinearity is much less familiar in Western music. In the tond
repertoire, virtually none of the aspects of the music can be construed to be non-linear.
Kramer gives the example of an unchanging surface figuration, whose repetition is
congruous with the idea of “a principle or tendency governing an entire piece or section”,

such as the C mgor Prelude in book one of Bach's Das Wohltemperierte Klavier. Of

course, in this ingtance, only the rhythmic surface of the piece is non-linear, whilst the
harmonic progress is incontrovertibly god-oriented and linear. Nonlinearity prevailsto a

much greater extent in the repertoire of the twentieth-century. This sudden increase was

% Loc. cit.
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nurtured by two sgnificant factors: the influence of nonWestern Music and the impact of

sound recording technology.

The primarily non-lineer music of many non-European civilisations reflects ther
nortlinear cultures. For example, in Bali, cendars are not used to measure duration, but
are marked by ten concurrent cycles from one to ten days in length. Time is
characterised by the interlocking of these cycles and super-cydes (longer combinations of
shorter cycles) and thus exhibits a circular quaity. A Balinese person would not tell you
what the time was, rather they would tell you what sort of timeit was. Activitiesin Bdi
are not directed towards goals, but are understood and appreciated as satisfying in
themsdves. Likewise, Bdinese musc is made of interlocking rhythmic cycles and
performances smply start and stop and do not have beginning gestures or fina cadences.
In Hindu-Buddhigt religions, thereis the concept of samsara, the cycle of lives, and thisis
reflected in the music of countries where Hindu-Buddhism is the dominant religion, such

as India, Chinaand Japan.

The impact of recording technology, especialy the tape recorder has aready been
mentioned briefly in section 2.1 Eno's Aesthetic aims. By the use of ‘plagtic
techniques of cutting and splicing, the linearity of a recording may be completely dtered
or even reversed. By joining alength of tape end to end, a fragment of sound may be left
to repeat in aloop ad infinitum. The technique of multi-tracking may be employed to

combine sounds which could never occur concurrently in redlity, as, for example, in the

¥ Ibid. p.23-25.
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music of Stevie Wonder, who sings, and plays keyboards, harmonica, bass and drums on
most of the tracks on his abum Innervisions.® On amore everyday leve, it is possible to
play a recording many times and thus become extremely familiar with the recorded
materid, with dl the implications that intimate knowledge of awork’s progress may have
on subsequent hearings. Also, we al become used, whether we like it or not, to entering
and leaving a piece of music at times other than the beginning and end. Findly, we can
listen to recorded music from al times and cultures and hear music, often sublimindly, in
many locations. In short, never before have Western ears been confronted by such a

quantity of music of such diversity and ubiquity.

2.4 MOMENT TIME AND VERTICAL TIME

Centrd to his assartion that his ambient works are ‘paintings in sound’ is Eno’'s
view on the progress of his music through time. If Eno's ‘holographic’ principle is to
apply to awhole piece, clearly the music cannot ‘develop’ in time and any changes must

not be perceived as moving towards a predictable goa. In Eno's own words:

“We are no longer mncerned with making horizontd music, by which | mean
music that starts a point A, develops through point B and ends at point C in some
kind of logicd or sami-logical progresson. What's more interesting is constructing
music that is a solid block of interactions. Thisthen leaves your brain free to make
some of those interactions more important than others and to find which particular

% Wonder, Stevie. Innervisions. TamlaMotown. 530 035-2. 1973.
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ones it wants to speak to. One thing about vertical music istha you can enter it
a any point and leave it at any point. You don't have to bein a the beginning.”*®

In music of the Western tradition, the concept of music not developing in time, of
not setting out to fulfil recognisable gods is a comparaively recent phenomenon. In
1960, Karlheinz Stockhausen formulated a new concept of musica time, which he cdled
“moment form”“°. In an article of the same name, he set out the features and aims of

moment form.

The music does not am towards a climax, but isimmediately intensive from the outset

and remains o for its duration.

Every present moment counts not only as a consequence of the previous one and asa

prelude to the next, but also as independently being able to exist on its own.

“This concentration on the present moment—on every present moment—can make a
vertica cut, as it were, across horizonta time perception, extending out to a

timelessness | cl eternity.”**

Interestingly, Stockhausen’s conscious desire to flatten out climaxes was preceded in the
firgt quarter of the twentieth-century by the fields of art and literature. In art, the Cubists
abolished the idea of a pictorid climax by making the whole space of the picture of equd

importance. In literature, works such as James Joyce's Ulysses were written as a

¥ |nterview with Frank Rose. ‘Eno: Scaramouche of the Synthesiser.” Creemvii (July 1975). Quoted
in Tamm. Brian Eno. p.112. My italics.
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‘stream of consciousness, and forsook the accepted norm of a dramatic curve with a
beginning, middle and end. A moment form should give the impresson of darting (as
opposed to beginning) in the midst of music which is dready in progress but was
previoudy inaudible. When it stops (as opposed to ends), it will not seem complete, asif
the music continues but in slence. The music should gppear to be part of acontinuum, an

eternity.

Momente (1961-1972) is perhaps Stockhausen's most elaborate work utilisng
moment form. Scored for soprano, four choirs and thirteen instruments, the sections of
the work are not connected by temporal sequence, but by performer choice, according
to certain rules set by the composer.  Stockhausen’s desire not to write out Momente
and to rely on performer choice gives rise to considerable complexity in the work. Each
‘moment’ is perceived as sdf contained and any connections between the moments are

timbrd.

While the individuad moments achieve their verticaity by, for example, maintaining
a sngle hamony or a sngle process, continuity in the moment form as a whole is
achieved by the seeming arbitrariness in the order in which the moments are presented.
The moments themsdves may differ from each other quite consderably. What of the
possibility of verticdl time, characterisng a whole piece? Of course true stasis would

only be represented by a piece such as LaMonte Young's Compostion 1960 #7

0 stockhausen, Karlheinz. ‘Momentform.” Texte zur Elektronischen und Instrumentalen Musik Vol.1.
Cologne, 1963. Quoted in Kramer. The Time of Music. p.201-204.
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(example 3), where an open fifth is sustained ‘for a long time. The gass that is of
musicd interest is gagis within the context of a particular piece, relative both to passages

aready heard and to following passages.

Veticd time may be evoked by a piece which is entirdy temporaly
undifferentiated. Such a piece will lack hierarchy and god direction and will probably
aso lack phrases, as phrase endings tend to articulate time. A piece in vertica time will
tend to start and define the boundaries of its sound world fairly rapidly. 1t will continuein
a steady date, without climax or tenson and release and will rot create expectations or
fulfil expectations that might arise accidentaly. It will not have a discernible ending, but
will smply stop. It isunusud for avertica piece to have no structure; whilst the tempora
continuum is necessarily ungtructured, structural formulations may be found between the
layers of sound in a verticd compostion. A compostion such as Bohor | (1962), by
lannis Xenakisis an example of verticd time, with its largely unchanging sound-world and
lack of internd differentiation through phrases. Another example is Stockhausen's
Simmung (1968), where one chord is prolonged by timbra variaion for seventy-five
minutes. Of particular pertinence to this study is Steve Reich’s Come Out (1966), whose
repetitive sructure exhibits no phrase hierarchy. Although the piece is based on a
process of congtant gradual change, the change happens very dowly and one is unable to

discern one’ s wheregbouts in the compaosition at any particular moment.

“ Loc. cit.
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25 THE POSSIBILITY OF TIMELESSNESS AND A

PARADOX

Clearly time does not actudly stop when one is ligening to verticd music; the
passing of time may be percaved in rdation to dl manner of simuli outsde the music.
The timelessness of vertical music is an extended present. The mind is focused on the
present by the de-coupling of the past and the future by not meking or fulfilling
expectations, the music appears to have come from nowhere and to be going nowhere.
The timeless nature of verticd musc does not mean that when we listen to it our
consciousness is inactive.  Far from it—our mind is free to roam within the music & its

own pace, finding its own connections between layers and enjoying subtleties of timbre.

If one listens repeatedly to the same piece of verticd music, as is possible with a
recording, the process of memory begins to create expectations in subsequent listenings.
Brian Eno was referring to this when he commented that: “dmost any arbitrary collison of
events listened to enough times comes to seem very meaningful”.*? Thus, paradoxicaly,
recording technology, with dl its ability to create timdessness is perhaps the greastest

threat to the gppreciation of vertica timein music.

“2 Eno, Brian. ‘Pro Session: the Studio as a Compositional Tool.” Down Beat. | (July 1983). Quoted
Tamm. Brian Eno. p.55.



3. Analytical Discussion of Eno’'s Ambient Music

3.1 DISCREET MUSIC (1975) [CD Track 1]

Discreet Music was released on Idand's experimentd |abel, Obscure. Eno’s firgt
foray into the realms of ambient music was the serendipitous product of another project.
He was making a tape for the guitarist Robert Fripp to play over as a background which,
as such, would need to be unobtrusive. The essence of the piece is a system of echo (or
more dgrictly reverberation’®) and tepe dday with feed-back, produced by the
manipulation of the 9gnd as shown in the diagram (example 4). Two short meodic
fragments (example 5) were stored on a synthesser with a digitd recdl sysem and
played a random intervals (apparently Eno was repeatedly distracted during the
recording of the piece by the tdephone ringing). The timbre of the synthesiser’s output
was occasiondly dtered during the recording by means of a graphic equdiser. The tape
ddlay line gave a short repeet of the melodic fragments which was fed back at afairly high

leve into the recording tape machine. The resulting tape was played back at half speed.

3 Both reverberation and echo are sound reflection phenomena. Reverberation involves quick
reflection of the source sound (typically arriving within 50ms of the source sound) resulting in a
prolonging of the sound. Echo is produced by slower reflections (a gap of more than 50ms after the
source sound) and is perceived as a separate arrival of the sound.
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The result of this quite Smple processis arich counterpoint of very dowly decaying
repeats with occasional appearances of the two melodic fragments. The repeet time of
the delay line is approximatdy 5%2seconds. The notes in the melodic fragments are
arranged in clugters interspersed with long gaps of between 9 and 13 seconds. Thus
each clugter is repeated at least once before the appearance of the next cluster. For most
of the piece it isjust possible to hear a resdue of dl of the clusters a once; thus Eno’'s
firg foray into the ambient style is entirely commensurate with the aesthetic of holographic

composition.

3.2 MUSIC FOR AIRPORTS (1978)

By 1978, Eno had refined his idess on the intelectud pogtion of his music and
described it with the newly coined the term ‘ambient’. In the deeve notes to Music for
Airports he was careful to distance himsdf from the type of music known genericdly as
Muzak. Whereas Muzak amsto neutrdise the environment, Eno’s ambient music was to

enhance the acoustic and atmospheric idiosyncrasies of the environment.

“Whereas conventiona background music is produced by sripping away al sense
of doubt and uncertainty (and thus dl genuine interest) from the music, Ambient
Musc retains these quaities. And whereas thar intention is to ‘brighten’ the
environment by adding stimulus to it (thus supposedly dleviating the tedium of
routine tasks and levelling out the naturd ups and downs of the body rhythms)
Ambient Music is intended to induce calm and a space to think. Ambient Music
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must be able to accommodate many levels of ligening atention without enforcing
onein particular; it must be asignorable (sic) asit isinteresting.”**

Music for Airports contains four compostions by Eno, one of which (1/1) was co-

composed with Robert Wyatt and Rhett Davies.

11 [CD Track 2]

1/1 congsts of eleven repetitions of afour phrase melody on piano. The melody is
accompanied by a bell-like bass tone (example 6). Apart from four notable exceptions,
the piece is in the D mixolydian mode, with its characterigtic flattened leading note,
throughout.  Accompanying these fixed condtituents are other tones in the D mixolydian
mode, some bdl-like, some sustained, which highlight and mirror various sections of the
melody. These do not appear to have afixed repeating Sructure, dthough certain figures
do recur more than once. The sound is reminiscent of a gentle Gamelan orchestra. At
the end of the third, seventh, tenth and eleventh repetitions of the melody, there appears a
quiet and sustained D mgjor seventh chord, whose C# is a prominent departure from the
datic tondity of the piece. Thefird three insdtances have afedling of rest or repose before

the repeating process recommences and the fourth ends the piece.

2/1[CD Track 3]
What a firgt seems like a complex sructure in this piece is actudly built from a
very ample process. The sounds are human voices singing ‘aY and are dectronicaly

treated to give a gentle attack and decay and a breathy quality. Seven tape loops of

*“ Sleeve notes to Eno, Brian. Music for Airports. Virgin EEGCD 17. 1978.
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lengths ranging from 17 to 31 seconds, each recorded with a different five second pitch,
are |eft to repeat and given separate positions in the stereophonic sound-field (example
7). The notes sometimes cluster together, leaving periods of slence, and sometimes
arrange themsdves in random melodic lines. In the eight minutes and twenty-five seconds
of music gppearing on the abum there is no repetition. In fact, the pattern produced by
the interlocking loops would take one year, one month, twenty-seven days, six hours and

forty-five minutes to repeat®!

12 and 2/2

Whilgt the congructions of 1/1 and 2/1 are penetrable at least to some extent, the
remaining compositions on the abum are the products of much more complex processes.
1/2 isthe product of twenty-two tape loops™ and involves the voice sounds from 2/1 and
melodic fragments recorded on piano (example 8). The textura interest is enhanced by
each piano fragment having a different sonic treetment, giving the sound different spectra
and spatid qualities. The sound quality ranges from close by and harp-like to bright,
piano-like and in alarge acoudtic space. The various fragments / sound-types are given

separately discernible stereo positions.

2/2 is again presumably a tape loop compodgtion. The sounds originate from a
synthesiser and the notes have a very gentle attack and release and are enhanced by long

reverberation (pitch materid shown in example 9). Taking 2/2 to be a tape loop

| am indebted to Chris Hazell for this calculation.
“ Tamm. Brian Eno. p. 288.
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compoasition, it is safe to aver that, unlike 2/1, there is more than one note recorded on
each loop, as some meodic fragments do repeat verbatim. Also, it is likely that some of
the material appears a more than one tape speed, as it is posshble to discern one
particular fragment at two octave postions, the lower fragment at haf the speed of the

higher. Agan, multiple stereo postions are employed.

3.3 ON LAND (1978-82)

On Land is a collection of eight compositions which evoke a sense of place, of

landscape or environment:

"On my record On Land, some of the pieces are very directly based on places that
| know or knew as a child, and some of the sounds on the record are attempts at
imitating precise sounds of those places When | make this musc, the first
congderation is 'Where is this musc?. | say, 'What's the temperature in this
piece?, because sound behaves differently in different temperatures. "What's the
humidity?, because sound behaves differently in different humidities. ‘Isit an open
place or does it have walls? Does it have a celling? Is the calling right on top or isit
along way away? Are the walls made of stone or wood, or are they some other
materia ? Isthe place stable or do | fed like | am not quite secureinit? All of these
things | can specify (in the studio) with reverberation.”*

The recording studio dso alows atificid acoustic spaces which could never exist in the
real world to be created. The concept of a sense of place had featured in Eno’s earlier
(non-ambient) work, but here it crystalised into the main idea informing the compositiona
process. This was a consderable move away from the process compositions of Discreet

Musgc and Music for Airports.
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Sound materia was gathered from a large number of sources ranging from musica
indruments, both eectronic and acoudtic, through nortingtruments such as pieces of
chain, sticks and stones, to pre-recorded materia of rooks, frogs and insects and materia
lifted from Eno's earlier work. One bemused insrumentdist commented on the
unorthodox nature of the recording sessons.

“He spent three days twirling hoses. One day everyone was playing with grave in

little boxes, and he would say, ‘That's alovely sound.” Ancther time he brought

back a set of dides from the Museum of Naturd History which he projected on a

sheet as we were playing, so wed redly fed like part of the environment. Everyone
would stand around in the dark watching a dide of amonkey.”*

In the music, there is no sharp distinction between foreground and background; al
of the sonic dements form part of the landscape. Pitched materid is present in some
form in these compogtions, but plays only a minimd role. Often sustained sounds are
used as amospheric drones and the smal appearances of meodic materid are textura—
they do not appear to be organised by any particular compositiond process. In terms of
pitch content, the compaositions can be broadly divided into two types—those which
explore one mode, and those that do not restrict themsalves to a strict set of pitches.
Both of these are equdly successful means of avoiding atond centre and of minimising
linearity and god orientation. But to discuss the music in terms of pitch content doneisto

miss out on much of the musc's texturd richness.

“" Prendergast, Mark. ‘Brian Eno: “A fervent nostalgia for the future” - Thoughts, Words, Music and
Art.” Sound on Sound iv: iii (January 1989). No page reference.

“8 Article found on World Wide Web, incompletely referenced as being from People, sometime in
1983, by Arthur Lubow.
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Thel ost Day [CD Track 4]

The longest piece on the dbum centres around the sound of rigging wires tapping
on boat masts in the wind, a sound Eno remembers from his childhood, heard by an East
Suffolk river.  The tapping sound rings a the pitch of C#, and forms an ogtinato
throughout the piece. Other pitched materid is from the C# phrygian mode. The
pervading atmosphere is one of insecurity, with degp rumbling wind noises and eerie bird

cals permesting the texture.

Shadow [CD Track 5]

Of the pieces not redtricting themselves to a mode, Shadow is the shortest. A
texture faling somewhere between chirruping cicadas and machinery in need of
lubrication is punctuated by whae-like cdls on fretless bass guitar and a curious other-
worldly sound which is probably a trumpet mouthpiece played very close to a

microphone and dectronically treated.

3.4 THURSDAY AFTERNOON (1985) [CD Track 6]

At sixty-one minutes long, Thursday Afternoonis Eno's longest published ambient

work to date. It was released only on compact disc to make use of the medium's
cgpability for carrying long uninterrupted stretches of music free from surface noiss—in a

typicaly Cagean response, when asked about this, Eno said “My music is very quiet;
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dlence is very important...having no slence is like having no black or white in a

painting.”*°

Pitch materid is redtricted to the G mixolydian mode throughout with particular
emphasis placed on the pitches of G, B, D and F, which form a drone backdrop for the
music. The texture is made up of various congtituents such as trested piano notes, bird
and cricket chirrups, a water drop noise on pitch A and a sghing bass sound with
downward portamento. These condituents move very dowly in and out of focus
throughout, with no discernible logic. Eno defines the boundaries of the music's sound-
world quite quickly, with most of the sonic materia gppearing within the firgt ten minutes
of the piece. Eno has presumably used interlocking tape loops to produce much of the

music, particularly the piano melodies.

3.5 NEROLI (1993)

Neroli is Eno’s most recently released ambient work available on compact disc.

Compared to the rich textures of On Land and Thursday Afternoon this work is

relatively austere and marks a return to the realm of process composition using distinct
pitches. The pitch materia is very redricted (example 10), with only one note, G,
gppearing a more than one octave podtion. The most prominent sounds are gong-like

with long reverberation added, and are suggestive of the sound-world of Gamean musc.

* Jensen, Alan. ‘The Sound of Silence: A Thursday Afternoon with Brian Eno’. Electronics and
Music Maker. December 1985. p.23
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Also, bardly discernible, there are sustained synthesiser tones which present adrone using
the same pitch materid. The compositional process is totdly inscrutable, even with
reference to the compact disc's inlay which includes a system diagram for the work
(example 11). One can discern certain clusters of notes repesating (this would appear to
be mirrored in the system diagram), but there is no readily gpparent pattern to the time of
the repetition. The music is reminiscent of medieva plainchant, particularly the use of the
G phrygian mode and the way the phrases are augmented and diminished by a process
somewheat like troping. Certainly the progress of the music is entirdy unpredictable, in

accordance with theided of vertica music.
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4. Does Eno’s Ambient Music achieve Verticality?

4.1 THE FROG’'SEYE OR THE BORED EAR?

“Mogt of us tend to ligen [to music] teeologicdly—horizontdly—given the
prevaence of tond music in our culture. We listen for, and even project onto the
music, implications and progressons. Thus even advance knowledge that a piece
will be interndly undifferentiated does not preclude our initid, habitua response of
teleologicd hearing. The piece starts (not begins), and at first we try to impose
linearity, storing potentid implications out of which to make sgnificant causd
relations later in the piece. But as the music continues, implications accumulate
with aminimum of consequences, because the compodtion contains no changes of
gructural import. We become overloaded with unfulfilled expectations, and we
face a choice: either give up expectation and enter the vertica time of the work—
where linear expectation, implication, cause, effect, antecedents and consequents
do not exist—or become bored.”*

The above quotation, from Jonathan Kramer's deeply indghtful and thought-

provoking book The Time of Mudc, pithily expresses the sgnificant culturad barrier

between composers of verticd music and the musc’'s potentid audience. Seen in the
context of culture, it ssems dmogt arrogant to dismiss a music because it does not fit in
with the precedents of teleology and god orientation in the West. One needs to be broad
minded and overcome possible initid boredom to understand the music. Eno’s metaphor
of ‘frog's ey€ ligening is useful in this respect—one needs to accept the music’'s dasis

and concentrate on the smal changes in texture.
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4.2 THELIMITATIONS OF CONVENTIONAL NOTATION

Any mode of communication which uses discrete seps is bound to be limited in its
powers of description. Conventional musica notation is cgpable of describing and
communicating a very large amount, as the extraordinary quantity and diversity of music
using it would indicate. But when a composer wants, for example, to compose in micro-
tones, conventiona notation is of no use. In the redm of timbre, gpart from certain
goecid  effects goecific to paticular insruments, conventional notation is dmost

completely ineffective.

Conventiona notation is most suited to conventiond, pitched and generdly acoustic
musica insruments. The composer who decidesto limit himsdf or hersdf to compaosition
with conventiond ingruments is left with a rdaively small sdection of discrete ‘off-the-
shelf’ sounds in his or her sonic paette. This Stuation not improved by the ‘classca’

mainstream’ s reluctance to accept unusua insruments.

Eno has drawn attention to the shortcomings of conventional notation on severa
occasions. “The reason conventiona notation works is because classical musc is o
ample. The notes are discrete, and there's not much elison. You tend to go [he sings,
like a choirboy] ah ah ah ah ah. You don't go neuurrureeurreeuruhh like they do in blues

or in Arab music. That kind of thing is dmogt un-notatable”™ This is an over-

%0 K ramer. The Time of Music. p.56.
*! Lidle, Tim de. ‘ Sound and Vision’. Independent on Sunday. (2 August 1992). No page reference.
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smplification, as it would be equaly vaid to propose thet ‘classical’ ** music is Smple
because of the limitations of conventional notation. However, one needs to look no
further than, for example, the works of Brian Ferneyhough to see that ‘classcd’ music
has found means of achieving complexity within the bounds of conventiona notation (and
a the same time redise how cumbersome it is to notate complex musica information,

such asintricate rhythmes).

Perversdly, this study is hindered by alack of widdy understood terms with which
to discuss the musc—what a paradox: a music that has freed itsdf from the bounds of
notation atogether is less amenable to description and discusson than a style of music
that has been composed with conventiona notation. If there is a postive sde to this
unsatisfactory stuation it is that the reader will be more aware of the possible subjectivity
of observaions made about the music. This contrasts with the sometimes spurious

impression of objectivity given by analyses employing conventiond notation.

4.3 PITCHED ASPECTSOF THE MUSIC

While pitched components of the music do not aways play a primary role, they do
however have an important bearing on the percaived verticdity of the music. Most of the
music discussed in this sudy has a limited pitch pdette. Complex pitch structures are

generdly not suitable for systems or process music; complexity is produced by the

%2 The term is used here broadly to describe Western art music from the Renaissance to the present
day.
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process and arises from intricate interactions between the pitches, rather than from pre-
compaosed complexity. Process music using complex combinations of pitches in its raw

material would tend to be less stisfying to the listener mply by being too complex.

Eno’s use of modd harmony has the twin advantages of a smal pitch paette
coupled with an inherent avoidance of cadentid dtructures. For example the D

mixolydian mode of the repeating piano phrase in Music for Airports 1/1 givesthe music

afeding of being suspended in mid-air, of never reaching repose, because of the lack of a
C# with which to fix the music in the key of D mgor. When a C# does appear, as
described in chapter 3, it is perceived as being of structura import, as a moment of

repose, adisruption in the continuum of the piece. Often the moddity is ambiguous, such
asin Discreet Music where the D dorian and G mixolydian modes have equa partsin the
music. This mixed moddity further removes the possibility of any particular pitch having a
hierarchica precedence over another. Throughout his ambient music Eno never grants us
the familiar tensgon and release which is the maingtay of the tond idiom, thereby avoiding

the build- up and fulfilment of expectation in the short or long term.

4.4 THE IMPORTANCE OF SOUND

At an early stage Eno became dissatisfied with the dictum ‘ process not product’.

“By the early '70s, | had made and experienced a great ded of sysems music, as
dl this had come to be known. | wanted to make music that was not only
systemicdly interesting, but aso thet | fet like hearing again. So, increasingly, my
atention went into the sonic materid that | was feeding into my ‘repatterning
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machines. This became my area | extended the composing act into the act of
constructing sound itself.” >

Quite smply, Eno fedsthat if the product is not interesting, if the sound of the music is not

gppedling, he has failed as a composer no matter how ingenious the process.

In his review of Michae Nyman's book Experimentd Music®, Roger Smalley

points out a divide amongst the experimental composers, between those who think in

music and those who think about musc;

“The concerns of Reich, Glass, LaMonte Young [and] Tery Riley ae
quintessentidly musica.  The [research of Cage on the other hand ig only
tangentidly related to music as a living and evolving body of sound:; it is not by
chance that Cage's writings offer a more coherent expostion of his ideas than his
music... Being an excdlent theoretician is not necessarily synonymous with being a
good composer....the ultimate redlity of music liesin its sound.”*

Smdley definestwo rather useful termsin hisarticle:

Syle: the nonverbd levd of communication—the composer’s use of musicd

language and structure.

Idea: those ideas about, behind and emanating from music which can unambiguoudy

be expressed only in words.

Smdley continues:

% Kelly, Kevin. ‘Gossip is Philosophy’. Wired 3.05 http://www.hotwired.com/wired/3.05/
features/eno.html

> Smalley, Roger. ‘ Experimental Music’. Musical Times. cxvi/i (January 1975). p. 23-26.
*|bid. p. 24-25.
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“It does seem possible...that style (as | have defined it) is actudly the sngle most
important atribute of mudc, first because it is the only aspect of the mudc that the
composer can be reasonably certain of communicating, second because the intengity of
the musicd dructure provides a focus which concertrates the listener’s attention,
awakens and sharpens his powers of perception. The composer creates a network of
relationships from which the listener is free to draw his own condusions”®

The above quote gpplies particularly well to Eno’'s ambient music. The single most
important factor linking al Eno’s ambient music is the sound of the musicitsdf. Whilgt it
may be possible to criticise Eno’s use of process and system as being not wholly origind,
he is consgently origind in the sound-world he creates. Of course, from the listener’s
point of view, it matters not how the music was composed—as Smalley points out, the
composer has little chance of communicating the ideas behind the work through the music

itsdlf.

In Eno’'s music, the sound is paramount. The structure is the means of articulating
the sound—the vertica listening mode that the music aims to evoke focuses the listener’s
attention on the sound itsdlf. 1t does not distract the attention with other concerns such as
linear relationships between different parts of the Sructure. It isonly by entering ‘vertica

time that one can fully appreciate the musc.

4.5 PHRASE STRUCTURE

Perhaps the greatest threet to the continuity of Eno’s ambient music is the use of

melodic materid played by live musdans. If thismaterid is phrased, it islikey thet it will

*|bid. p.23-24.

49



Chapter 4
Does Eno’s ambient music achieve verticdity?

be percaeived as being Sructurdly articulated. A particular example of this is Music for
Airports 1/1 whose piano melody is clearly phrased. This effect is heightened by the long
pauses at he end of each phrase (see example 6). The repetition of the phrases
throughout the piece dso heightens their interpretation as structurd articulations by the

process of memory and subsequent expectation.

The use of system or process is an effective way of avoiding structura articulation,

and is used to good effect in Music for Airports 2/1. The progress of the music is entirely

unpredictable and nonrepeating and breeks in the music are not interpreted as being of
sructural importance. However the se of system or process is not a guarantee of
avoiding sructura articulations. In Nerali, the process used (whatever that may be)
produces fairly regular bregks in the music, often after the low G. Although these bresks
are not as disruptive to the continuum of the music as phrasing of human origin, this

‘systematic phrasing’ can be interpreted as being of structural importance.

The furthest Eno’s music departs from phrase dructure is when he composes in
sound done and moves away from pitched materia. For this reason the compositions

from On Land and Thursday Afternoon are the least disrupted by phrase structure.

46 THE ELEVATOR MUSIC OF LATE CAPITALISM?

Many people are cynica of commercia success. All of Eno’s ambient works are
avaldble in any high dreet record shop and have sold consgtently since ther initia

release. While Eno’s record sdes are by no means in the league of many popular artists,
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they contrast starkly with the conspicuous lack of generdly available eectronic ‘art’
music. This fact rings darm bells with some observers. In an atide in The Guardiat’,
Pat Kane accuses Eno of “using art-vaues to shroud his degply commercid intent”:
“Every time | hear the drone of his synths, the predictably-unpredictable noises and
disturbances, the deek randomness of what he does, | just hear the elevator music of late

capitelism.”*®

My own experience of other peoples reactions to Eno’s ambient music is broadly
amilar: “You must be stupid to buy CDs of this boring music’. This would seem ©
indicate two things. Firg, that Eno’'s music is certainly not primarily commercid, for if he
is @ming for popular apped, then he is consderably wide of the mark. One certainly
should not dismiss something smply because it happens to be commercidly successful.
Second, peopl€ s resistance to the music shows quite how difficult it isto present amusic
that requires a novel mode of listening to be appreciated—indeed, Pat Kane shows a
basic misunderstanding of the music when he says “Ambient ams to make you passive,
to surrender to your surroundings, envelops you in a womb of sound.”*® On the

contrary, ambient aims actively to focus the listener’ s attention on the sound.

> K ane, Pat. ‘ Jingle the other one’. The Guardian. (20 October 1995) G2T p. 10.
% Loc. cit.
¥ Loc. cit.
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4.7 ISENO’'SMUSIC VERTICAL?

It is my contention that Eno’s music is not itself vertica—it takes placeintime. It
IS perhaps better to propose that the music strongly encourages verticd listening. Itis
clearly not possible for any composer to dictate how one should listen to a certain type of
musc. Smilarly, it is not possble to assert that there are no moments in Eno’s ambient
music that might be interpreted by a certain listener as a point of repose or agod. Inthe
course of this study, | have drawn attention to severd factors which are likely to disrupt

the tempora continuum of the music.

For those prepared to cast aside prejudice and listen to music in an unfamiliar way
by entering its vertica time, Brian Eno’'s ambient music offers a sound-world of greet
richness. | hope that this study is successful in opening some peopl€e's ears to a new

musicd lisening experience.
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Eno's view of the future of music is linked to his dissatisfaction with the unvarying
repetition inherent in the recorded medium. When asked what he thought music will be
like in twenty years, he gave thisreply:

“What people are going to be sdling more of in the future is not pieces of musc,

but systems by which people can customise listening experiences for themselves.

Change some of the parameters and see what you get. So, in that sense, musicians

would be offering unfinished pieces of music—pieces of raw materid, but highly

evolved raw materid, that has a srong flavour to it dready. | can adso fed
something evolving on the cusp between ‘music’, ‘game’, and ‘demonstration’.

Such an experience falsin anice new place—between art and science and playing.
Thisiswhere | expect artists to be working more and more in the future.”

Although this is a view of only one area of mudc in the future, it des present an
interesting possibility: a piece of music which is different each time it is heard. While this
Iseadly possble with live performers it is hard to imagine thiskind of variation happening

in one'sliving room.

In fact, with the aid of computer technology, this is now possble. A program
cdled Koan Pro, made by the software company SSEYO, has been written for the
dandard multimedia persond computer to enable the creation of what Eno cdls

Generative Musc:

% Kelly, Kevin. ‘Gossip is Philosophy’.
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“Koan Pro works by addressing the sound card® in the computer. The computer
sends ingtructions to that sound card and tells it what noises to produce and in what
patterns. Koan Pro is a sophigticated way of doing this, enabling a composer to
control about 150 parameters that specify things like sound-timbre and envelope,
scae, harmony, rhythm, tempo, vibrato, pitch range etc. Most of Koan Pro's
ingructions are probabilistic—so that rather than saying ‘do precisdy this (which
is what a musical sequencer® does) they say ‘choose what to do from within this
range of posshilities. The Koan Pro program alows that range to be more or less
specific—you could, if you so chose, write absolutely precise pieces of music with
it, though this would probably be its least interesting use.

“The works I’ve made with Koan Pro sound to me as good as anything I’ ve done.
They dso symbolise to me the beginning of a new erain musc. Until 100 years
ago, every musica event was unique: music was ephemerd and unrepestable and
even classca scoring couldn't guarantee precise duplication. Then came the
gramophone record, which captured particular performances and made it possible
to hear them identically over and over again.

“But Koan Pro and other recent experiments like it are the beginning of something
new. From now on there are three dternatives: live music, recorded music and
generdive mudc. Generative music enjoys some of the benefits of both its
ancegtors. Like live mugc, it isdways different. Like recorded music, it is free of
time-and- place limitations—you can hear it when you want and where you want.
And it confers one of the other great advantages of the recorded form: you can
hear it as you work it out—it doesn't suffer from the long feedback loop
cheracteristic of scored-and-performed music.”®

Eno has in fact released some compostions for the Koan Pro program. The

possihilities of generative music are extremey wide and present a genuindy new area of

musica compaosition. However, the program itself has, a present, only limited appedl to

the generd public and will probably only interest those who adready use their persond

8 A sound card is a device which plays sound when fed MIDI data and is an integral part of a
multimedia personal computer.

%2 A sequencer is a device which records control information from an electronic instrument such as a
synthesiser. The information, which is usually stored as MIDI data, can then be sent back to the
synthesiser to reproduce the same notes. It is important to note that a sequencer records
information about the sounds, as opposed to the sounds themselves.

% Eno, Brian. ‘ The Future of Music’. The Independent. (Friday 1 March 1996). No page reference.
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computers for music applications such as sequencing. It is unlikely that discs of

generaive music will replace the compact disc in the foreseegble future.
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Musical Examples

1. GeorgeBrecht Drip Music (Drip Event) (1959-62)%

For a single or multiple performance.

A source of dripping water and an empty vessel

are arranged so that the water falls into the

vessel.

Second version: Dripping.

® Printed in Nyman, Michael. Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond. London, 1974 p. 64. Part of a
set of rectangular cards of assorted sizesin abox entitled Water Yam
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2. Erik Satie Vexations (1893)%

Repeat 840 times
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® Transcribed from a performance by Alan Marks on Ocean of Sound: A Collection of Music to
Accompany David Toop's Book, Ocean of Sound. Virgin AMBT 10 7243 8 41367 2 7. 1996
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3. LaMonte Young Composition 1960 #7%°
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4. Operational Diagram for Discreet Music (1975)%
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% Printed in Nyman. Experimental Music. P.70.
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6. Musicfor Airports 1/1 (1978)
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® From liner notes to Eno, Brian. Discreet Music. Virgin EEGCD 23. 1975.
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7. Pitch CycleLengthsin Music for Airports 2/1
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8. Piano pitchesin Music for Airports 1/2

9. Pitchesin Musc for Airports2/2
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10. Pitchesin Neroli (1993)
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11. (Overleaf) System Diagram for Neroli

61



Musical Examples

BLANK PAGE (NEROLI PICTURE)
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