Learning to Love Sonething |'ve Hated
--0OR--
Forty-five Mnutes with Brian Eno

Gregory Scott Lanbeth
The University of Texas at Austin
Decenber 7, 1987

"Her sense of taste is such

that she'll distinguish with her tongue
the subtleties a spectrograph would m ss”

Bri an Eno



| always feel an imrense thrill when purchasi ng new nusi c,
even though a vague feeling of uncertainty often intrudes upon
my first listening experience. | wonder if this albumwl]l
evolve into a favorite, or if it mght be destined for the used
record bins. Such doubts can becone pervasive, in part because
al buns and conpact discs are so expensive. Also, and nore to

the point, there's sinply no way | can fully conprehend a decent

albumthe first tinme | hear it. |In fact, I'mlucky to get nuch
of anything out of the first few spins. | generally get a
feeling, a sense of direction -- an inventory of vocals,

guitars, synthesizers, and percussion. The lyrics cone |later,
usual ly nmuch later, as | begin to find a structural coherency in
the nusic itself. Pieces become nore tangi ble and uni que,
somehow nmerging into a distinct whole. Several songs eventually
stand out, and then there's no going back as I'mstruck with a
full sense of inpact.

Sorme al buns are nore difficult to conprehend than others,
but this disparity becane particularly apparent when | was first
introduced to the nusic of Brian Eno. Three years ago, | was a
junior at Carleton College and my new roomate was a devout Brian
Eno fan. At the tinme, | knew of Eno only though his production
of the three best Tal ki ng Heads al buns. Randy |iked nopst of
Eno's stuff, but to tell the truth, | could stomach al nbst none
of it. It sounded too nuch Iike a |lot of other weird avante-
garde experinmental nusic Randy made ne listen to, and
subsequently devel oped a healthy aversion to al nost anyt hing

i nvolving Brian Eno. M reaction to Eno's nusic becane al nost



foreordained in that | had already made up ny mind not to enjoy
t he experi ence.

Randy knew this, and tried his best to respect ny pl eas
for sanity, but the alternatives were rather bleak. Randy's
nmusi ¢ col l ection was full of albunms just about as unusual as
anything Brian Eno had to offer. So we tried to conprom se, and
since our shared interests managed to outwei gh the overt
differences in nusical taste, the outcome was often successful.
This in mnd, | just couldn't fathomthe appearance of Brian

Eno's "Here Conme the Warm Jets" (1973) in ny mail box early | ast

summer. |If nothing el se, Randy has al ways been persistent. |
now realize this unforgettable anonoly | aunched a brilliant
career, but at the tinme, | failed to recognize the extent to

whi ch Eno had irreparably altered nusical history. A greater
sense of perspective is essential before enmbarking on the
substantive portions of this paper.

Bri an Eno has explored a nunber of different avenues in
hi s devel opment as a nusician. His early career was dom nated
by his involvenment as a nmenber of the influential group, Roxy
Music. He left that band in 1973 and prospered as a solo
artist, recording albums with a nunmber of other independent
artists. He has al so produced records for a variety of groups,
i ncl udi ng such acts as Tal ki ng Heads, David Bow e, Devo, U2, and
U travox. Eno's sonetinmes intense involvenent in several of
these projects extended his role beyond that of producer,
contributing inval uabl e assi stance in singing, songwiting, and

acconpani nent .



Brian Eno's career reached an unexpected apex in 1975 with
hi s di scovery and devel opnent of anbient nusic. These
projects generally involved several collaborators, and
expanded upon a single basic thematic conponent such as
accoustic guitar, piano, or trunpet. The phil osophy that
governs anbient nusic wll be developed later in the paper.
Suffice it to say here that Brian Eno's career continues
unchal | enged and unmatched in ternms of diversity, integrity,

and intelligence.

Process: Step | (Enjoynent)

"Baby's on fire, better throw her in the water
this kind of experience is necessary for her |earning”
-Brian Eno

My first exposure to Brian Eno's nmusic |left ne absolutely
dunbfounded. | realized the extent of this utter |ack of
under st andi ng when vague feelings of bodily tension arose from
t he di squi eting experience. Sone songs seenmed superficially
reasonabl e, but others al nost defied explanation. M initial
reaction resenbled the dull expression of inconprehension
i mgi ne on the face of an al gebra student facing his first
cal culus problem He knows just enough to realize howlittle he
understands. Strange synbols are interwoven anongst a few nore
fam |iar variables, but the fornula as a whole provides no basis
for interpretation. Eno sings "file under futile, that should
give you its main point of reference" and confusi on becones
epi demi c.

I can think of no single word, but estrangement, distance,
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unfam liarity, ridiculous, fragmentation, opaque, oblique, and
obtuse all capture a fraction of the feeling. Sonehow, things
just didn't seemto fit together. Eventually, | did come to
respect, admre, and love the style and grace of Brian Eno's
musi c. The process was often slow and somewhat painful, and one
m ght justifiably wonder what inspired nme to continue under such
adverse circunstances. | nust adnmit that | have i nmense respect
for Randy's nusical opinions, so | continued to listen to the
tape he’d sent ne. More than once, | have grown to enjoy
sonething | initially couldn't stomach, so that curiosity al one
propelled ne further. Conmon sense would seemto dictate that
eventually I'd begin to discover sone sort of coherency in the
conf usi on.

Even so, | began to notice a persistent problem!]l
encountered in each of ny forays into the world of Brian Eno.
want to put into words the nusic | hear, but | feel the limts
of language. |'mthinking how | m ght convey a sense of nusic
t hrough | anguage, creating semantic i mages where before only
audi tory experience had been necessary. The exchange appears to
be cognitive, but there's sonething inchoate and intuitive
i nvol ved for the both of us. Even though I've always thought of
musi ¢ as an intensely spiritual experience inmune to
quantification, | nonetheless felt a desire to at |east qualify
my reactions to such dissonate music. | realized that I would
need to explore even nore of Eno's nusic, expanding ny horizons
and devel opi ng an understanding. | always found enjoynent

first,



but not far behind Iurked a grow ng awareness of purpose.

Process: Step 2 (Appreciation)

"Changi ng water into w ne
Putting grapes back on the vine"
-Brian Eno
Several nonths of intensive listening ensued, resulting in
t he devel opment of a great personal |ove for Brian Eno's music.
The rewards have often been strange and sonetines beautiful, but

I have never |ost ny overwhel m ng sense of curiosity. |In fact,

| sensed sonet hing unusual about my reactions to Eno' s mnusic.

Somehow, |oving wasn't enough in this instance -- | wanted to
know nore about the nusic itself. It had taken nonths to put
several songs together; now, | wanted to take them back apart.

Even after | had overcone many of ny initial reactions to Eno's
music, | still felt a conmpelling desire to understand it.
Enotionally, | found great satisfaction any tine | placed
sonething on the turntable with Eno's name on it. Cognitively,
I had a need to know why, and this essay will henceforth explore
how | managed to make sense of the great disparity between
initial hate and subsequent |ove for Brian Eno's nusic.

| imrediately encounted yet another hurdle, however,
realizing that | have no formal know edge of nusic. |
contenplated this for awhile, but then recogni zed that nost
human know edge i nvol ves subjects about which we have no
explicit know edge. For exanple, | know a fair ampunt about
what

conputers are capable of doing, but I have no understandi ng of



how they do it. Therefore, | focused ny attention directly upon
the nusic, deciphering lyrics, uncovering m shapen nel odi es,
creating (sonetines cosnmic) connections. Things becane clearer,
but | soon recognized a fundamental error in nmy approach. | had
assuned that analyzing Eno in isolation would be sufficient to
grasp the evolution of ny feelings for his nmusic. In fact, |
needed to create a context in which | could explore nusic

phi |l osophies. M enjoynent of his nusic intact, | knew that
appreciation could only function as a stepping stone to other

conceptual i zati ons.

Process: Step 3 (Metacognition)

"Don't you wonder sonetines
about sound and vi sion"
-Brian Eno

In order to know why | had found Eno's nusic difficult to
conprehend, | needed to know how it differed from other mnusic.
Thi s approach shoul d be useful because the instantiation of
i nformati on has been shown to vary as a function of prior
experi ence and know edge. These schemata are constructions of
know edge which are based on both the current influx of
i nformati on and the specific organization of past experiences.
New i nformati on consistent with existing schemata will be easily
assimlated into that schemata, whereas informati on i nconsi stent
with existing schemata can be either rejected or acconodated

into new schemata. The tacit assunption being made indicates a



significant reorgani zati on of schemata through acconodati on due
to the difficulty encountered when sinple assimlation of Eno's
music failed to yield understanding or enjoynent. | began this
inquiry by making explicit ny own existing "schemata" for rock
music. This required considerable effort, in part because the

process drew attention to things unexam ned and i ntangi bl e.

Nonet hel ess, | outlined a variety of elenents commopn to
nmost rock nusic. In order of ascendancy, rock-n-roll generally
i nvol ves four instrunents -- druns, guitars, bass guitar, and

synt hesi zers. (Eno often conpletely reverses this hierarchy,
pl acing primary enphasis on synthesizers and entirely deleting
drum sections in many instances). The vocalist often dom nates
the group i mage, absorbing nost of the nedia attention. Mck
Jagger (Rolling Stones), Robert Plant (Led Zepellin), and Jim
Morrison (The Doors) all cone to mind. Mich of Eno's nmusic is
absol utely devoid of lyrics, relying instead upon the structural
cohesion of synthetic instrunentation. Also, nusicians are
general |y cogni zant of the problens encountered when performnng
live in concert. Their al buns reflect this awareness, whereas
Eno often concerns hinmself only with studi o perfection.

I found the preceedi ng observations to be hel pful, but
only superficially so. Alone, they sinply failed to explain why
I found his nusic so difficult to conprehend. Once again, |
changed nmy approach, exam ning deviations in the structural
el ements of many Eno songs. | eventually uncovered three
radi cal departures from conventional pop forns, which |I subsuned

under



three descriptive classificiations: transnmutations, subversions,
and environnental. These seened to characterize the bul k of
Brian Eno's nusic. Each represents the devel opnent of entirely
new schemata that acconodate specific variations endemc to

Bri an Eno's nusic.

Transnut at i ons

One rock song is like every other rock song in that each
follows a simlay pattern of specific, internal relationships.
This holds true for alnobst all bands, be it The Beatl es, The
Who, Sex Pistols, Sinple Mnds or Bob Dylan. Song structures
are not identical but nearly all are adequately described by the
foll owi ng nodel: AB(VA)B(GS)(VA)B (A=lyrics; B=refrain;
VA=variation of A, GS=guitar solo). The reasons for this
uniformty are debatable, but I'll argue for one assunption.
Songs sel dom deviate from basic fornulas for the sinple reason
that if a song isn't "user friendly,” it will not receive
airplay. FMradio thrives only to the extent it can sel
commercial time, and this entails an active and attentive
audi ence. The listener demands a product easily accessible and
readily digestible. Every song can't be something new, but
sonet hi ng new nust be |ike every other song. The AB ... fornula
allows the |istener to know a new song even before it's over,
and this happens for two reasons. One, the song structure has
an emnent famliarity in that it duplicates every other song

you' ve



ever heard; and two, sheer repetition within the song itself
facilitates conprehension.

| gradually canme to realize that Brian Eno doesn't always
enpl oy the standard rock fornula in his rather unconventiona
pop songs. Instead, many of his songs transforminto sonething
quite unlike a typical Top-40 hit. A "typical" Eno song
contradicts the AB ... forrmula, diverging toward free-form
expression in a format nore accurately described by the
following formula: (A)(Ba)(Cb)(Dc). The song retains sone
cohesive structure because each new segment nmutates fromthe
| ast, creating a systemof infinite regress where sound
continues to unfold and change as a function of previous
patterns. Thus, the lyrical component (A) introduces the song,
whi | e subsequent nutations incorporate aspects of the previous
segnment (Ba). A single song transnmutes into a numnber of
distinct, but interrelated parts that do not always coherently

merge into a definitive whol e.

Subver si ons

A nunmber of Brian Eno's songs do not entirely abandon
traditional rock forms, retaining nmuch of the basic AB...
formula. In fact, a nmpgjority of Eno's |Independent, solo work
only partially deviates fromtypical song structures. These
songs often nutate, departing froma strict enphasis on
refrains, and yet they generally resenble the patterns found in
pop-rock. The nost interesting exanples of these songs parallel

t he



standard formul a, and yet they subvert rock's pretense of
seriousness in part through quirky pop forms surrounded with
surrealistic lyrical noments. Even though | cannot presune to
know Byi an Eno's intentions, the result trivializes conventional
pop forms by undermining their integrity.

This occurs primarily because traditional rock-n-rol
| acks a sense of hunmor. Certainly, there have been hunorous
moment s, but such songs generally make fun of events external to
the song. Eno, on the other hand, exam nes the song itself,
contrasting patterns and pernutations in song structure with
variations of instrunmentation. The alteration of a single
variable facilitates the process. if transnutations nmutate the
structure of a song, subverted songs hold this variable
constant, warping all other elenments. Instruments are attenuated
and off-key, while singsong vocals crack and careen |ike nursery
rhymes. Lyrical mayhem ensues: "What do | came, |'m wasting
fingers like |I have themto spare.” The result clearly
i ndi cates the devel opnment of new pop forns, creating unusual

alternatives within existing structures.

Envi r onnent al

The first time | listened to an anbient album | actually
forgot for atinme that it was even on the turntable. It turns
out this is exactly what Brian Eno has in mnd. An obscure
coll ection of expressive sounds, ambient nusic creates an

enconpassi ng at nosphere that surrounds, engulfs and threatens to
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swal | ow you. Sonetines, it can feel |ike abandonnment, but then
quite suddenly something trickles into your awareness. It seens
i nnocuous, but there's always a certain instability in the
fluctuating rhythms. Sonehow tangi ble and never fornless, the
envi ronnment becones absol utely pervasive. The subtle nmpods and
stark, hypnotic settings energe froma conscious attenpt to
evoke dense, internal representations through electronically
mani pul at ed sound.

All music in the Western tradition requires the explicit
attention of the listener at all tines. Anbient nusic, in clear
contrast, requires exactly the opposite. The listener need not,
i ndeed should not, attend to the nusic. I nstead, the nusic
reacts with the environnent, creating a situation where
extraneous sounds intermingle with recorded silence. These
spare and fragile sound paintings surround you in a somewhat
vague and synthetic nmonent of warnth that proves sufficient to
capti vate your attention. Nothing appears certain, however,
because next tine around, that nonment may not happen at all. An
extension of Eno's work with transnmuted song structures, anbient

musi ¢ obviously violates all the assunptions of rock mnusic.

Concl usi ons

I"'mwondering if |I continue to quantify and qualify ny
observations, that sone of Eno's nystique and majesty m ght
suffer in the transl ation. Nonet hel ess, | feel a few

refl ections
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m ght clarify several issues. Specifically, | sense that the
i nportance of schema theory to nmy understandi ng of Eno remains
sonmewhat obscure and vague. | want to briefly devel op sonme of
t hose ideas, expandi ng upon some of what remmins tacit in the
above di scussi on. In order to do so, | would like to reiterate
the amount of tinme it took for ne to enjoy nuch of Eno's mnusic.
If you recall, | introduced several fornulas in the section on
transnmut ati ons, and because the total nunber of vari abl es woul d
be larger for a nutated Eno song than a typical song, one could
easily surmse that it would take |onger to conprehend the
former than the latter. In fact, it takes so much | onger that
the di fference cannot be accounted for by sinply summ ng parts.
Therefore, we need another explanation to uncover the great
difficulties encoutered in understanding Eno. | believe schema
t heory provides such an expl anati on.

Peopl e are constantly assimlating newinformation into
exi sting schemata in such a way that it is consistent with prior
know edge structures. New information inconsistent with
exi sting schemata therefore poses specific problens for the
acqui sition process. Acconodation may occur, but only if a
changes in the superordi nate structure allow for the
assim |l ation of subordinate information. | believe the problens
del i neated by schenma theory elucidate the problenms encountered
in conprehending Brian Eno's music. Faced with dissonate and
obscure sound patterns, the |istener invokes previous methods of
instantiation. These inevitably fail, due in part to the

limtations of existing
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know edge structures. Assimlation into these schemata is
prevented because of limts to the flexibility of the structure.
The radi cal departure fromtraditional rock fornms also entails
failure if we attenpt to acconodate the information. The
structural reorganization of existing schemata appears
anachronistic in light of other alternatives. Brian Eno sinply
forces us to create three new schemata -- transunutati ons,
subversi ons, and environnmental -- if we are to understand and
appreciate his music. And the creation of new schemata takes

consi derable time and energy.
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