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In its own words, ‘the Carnegie Corporation of New York,  
was established by Andrew Carnegie in 1911, “to promote the 
advancement and diffusion of knowledge and understanding”.

The corporation is one of the oldest, largest and 
influential of American grant-making foundations. It 
focuses on the issues that Andrew Carnegie considered 
of paramount importance: the strength of democracy, 
international peace, and the advancement of education 
and knowledge. It serves as an incubator of ideas, a 
convenor of scholars, educators, policymakers and 
others, and as a strategic investor in organisations  
and institutions that can demonstrably contribute to  
the betterment of society. It was in this spirit that the 
Carnegie Corporation of New York generously founded 
the Andrew Carnegie Lecture Series at The University  
of Edinburgh in 2013. This ten-year initiative strengthens 
our outreach to the public and brings world-leading 
thinkers and practitioners in the arts ever closer to the 
interests and concerns of our colleagues and students.  
At Edinburgh College of Art we have been fortunate to 
host a number of exceptional speakers whose careers 
have demonstrably changed our understanding of the 
world we live in. Aside from delivering a public lecture, 
speakers join our community, engage with student work 
and contribute to a legacy publication so that their 
thoughts might reach a wider international audience.  
It is in this spirit that I am happy to introduce the ideas 
of Brian Eno. We are grateful to the Carnegie Corporation 
of New York for its generous support and hope you enjoy 
the outcome.

For the full video, see: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=0qATeJcL1XQ

FOREWORD

by Professor Christopher Breward

Principal, Edinburgh College of Art
Vice Principal, Creative Industries  
& Performing Arts, The University  
of Edinburgh
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Preface
by Dr Martin Parker

Brian Eno is (in his own words, and among other things),  
an artist, non-musician, producer, improviser, inventor,  
writer and ‘drifting clarifier’. 

An art-school graduate, Eno’s early work with Roxy 
Music, solo output, such as Another Green World (1975), 
and collaborations with David Bowie and others, offered 
a view of pop with an experimental and electronic edge, 
that would be further explored in his role as a producer 
for Talking Heads, U2 and Coldplay, to name but a few.
His use of technology in the studio has shaped modern 
music. Eno pioneered generative approaches to music 
production and creation and is credited with coining 
and popularising the term, “ambient music”, with 
albums like Discreet Music (1975) and Music For Airports 
(1978). Eno has also worked with visual material in 
his installations, such as the Thursday Afternoon (1984) 
video paintings, and digital multimedia work 77 Million 
Paintings (2006). Eno’s music has appeared on numerous 
film soundtracks and products, alongside more recent 
solo releases including, Small Craft on a Milk Sea (2010) 
and Lux (2012). He has also been working in the area of 
game soundtracks on Spore (2008) and music apps Bloom 
(2008), Trope (2009) and Scape (2012). 

As a thinker and theorist, his involvement in 
organisations such as The Long Now Foundation 
demonstrate his significance as a cultural commentator 
and contributor. Eno’s latest release is The Ship (2016).
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 
From Professor Dorothy Miell and Professor Chris Breward

DM: Good evening everyone. A really warm welcome  
to absolutely everyone here. It is fantastic to see such  
a packed hall. 

My name is Dorothy Miell. I’m Vice Principal of the 
University, and Head of the College of Arts, Humanities 
and Social Sciences, and I’m here this evening on the 
Principal’s behalf, to welcome you all to this year’s 
Andrew Carnegie Lecture. Before Chris Breward 
introduces our speaker this evening, I wanted to say  
a few words about Andrew Carnegie and the Carnegie 
Corporation, who are our sponsors for the lecture. Some 
of you may be aware that Andrew Carnegie was born in 
Dunfermline in the 1830s and then he emigrated [to the 
United States] with his family in his teens and, once 
there, he really rapidly built up a hugely successful 
career, first of all in railways, and then in steel. He 
amassed a fortune amounting to 300 billion dollars in 
today’s value, but he donated much of this great wealth 
to help improve society, and he had a particular focus on 
supporting and spreading education. One of his (perhaps 
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most influential) bequests was to set up a whole network 
of 3,000 public libraries across the English-speaking 
world. He was moved to do this because of the impact 
that access to a local library for working boys had had  
on him in his early days in America. His philanthropy 
also led to the creation of the Carnegie Trust for the 
universities of Scotland in 1901. We are very proud to 
have strong connections to that foundation. We were 
delighted to receive funding for this annual lecture 
series from the Carnegie Corporation of New York, as 
part of their centenary celebrations, and tonight is the 
third in that series of ten that we’ll be holding. Funding 
from the Corporation allows us to bring internationally-
eminent speakers to Edinburgh to give a public lecture 
on the broad topic of the arts, and to take part in 
workshops and informal meetings within the University 
around the day of the lecture. It has provided us with a 
wonderful opportunity for our staff and our students, 
along with many members of the public here tonight,  
to learn from outstanding scholars and artists and  
to consider art and creative practice in a new light. 

So without further ado, I’m going to hand over to 
Professor Chris Breward, Vice Principal for Creative  
and Performing Arts at the University and Head of 
Edinburgh College of Art, who is going to introduce  
our speaker. 

 
[ A P P L A U S E ]

CB: Thank you, Dorothy. I am really, really delighted  
to welcome Brian Eno as our speaker for this year’s 
Carnegie Lecture. Brian’s work in the field of music 
composition and production, in installation art and 
digital media, has been pioneering for over four decades 
now, and it would be really difficult to imagine a speaker 
who is more fitted to the inter-disciplinary, investigative 

context that we really foster here at Edinburgh College 
of Art and The University. He is, in his own words, and 
among other things, an artist, a non-musician, an 
improviser, an inventor, a writer and a drifting clarifier. 
And for the past two days his skills at clarification have 
been benefiting those academics at Edinburgh College  
of Art who have been lucky enough to be engaged in the 
workshops, and the question and answer session, for 
which Brian has really generously given of his time. It 
has been an amazing contribution. He’s come, as you all 
know (or you wouldn’t be here), with a stellar pedigree, 
and his arrival has generated a high degree of 
excitement, both here at the College, in the wider 
University and in the city, and I think that’s partly 
because he’s one of us. He’s an art school graduate, 
whose career in practice has consistently addressed 
contemporary challenges relating to technology, to 
collaboration, to risk, to improving, to value, to ethics 
and to resonance, producing a back-catalogue whose 
influence has touched all of our disciplines: Music, 
Architecture, Design, Art History and Art. Brian 
pioneered the generative approach to music production 
and creation, and he’s credited with coining and 
popularising the term,  “ambient music”, with albums 
including Discrete Music of 1975 and Music for Airports  
of 1978. He’s worked visually in installations from 
Thursday Afternoon of 1984, in video paintings, in digital 
multi-media work, including 77 Million Paintings of 2006. 
His soundtracks have contributed to film, videogames 
and apps, and his thoughts have shaped publications, 
cultural critiques, and think-tank action, most notably 
through the Long Now Foundation and the Oblique 
Strategy Cards. Last month he released the album  
The Ship. 

In preparation for this introduction, I asked my 
colleagues at Edinburgh College of Art to offer some 
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pointers as to why Brian’s work is really significant  
and one (who shall remain nameless) sent me a link  
to the affectionate Half Man Half Biscuit 1996 song  
Eno Collaboration, and I haven’t been able to get it out of 
my head since. And really I need to hand over to Brian 
with a quote so that it leaves my head, so with apologies: 
“so, roll up for the Eno Eno collaboration, all across the 
nation, as sure as night follows day… ” 

Ladies and gentlemen, with great pleasure, I give  
you, Mr Brian Eno. 

[ A P P L A U S E ]

Chapter 2 

AN AUDIENCE WITH
BRIAN ENO: TRANSCRIPT 
BE: When I agreed to do this talk, I asked if I could  
have a few pointers as to what I might talk about,  
and I received back this very interesting message: 

We are widely interested in Brian’s contribution to 
contemporary political, musical and artistic life. His 
thoughts on distinctions between design, production, 
composition, algorithmic approaches to systems and works, 
music education and society, sound, space, place, music 
and ceremony, the moment, technological determinism, 
politics, sustainable music futures for music technology, 
film, narrative, collaboration and end of the discipline. 

So, I hope you all brought some pyjamas with you!  
I was actually very pleased to receive that, because it 
made me laugh. I’ve been here now for a couple of days 
and I’ve had such a nice time and been treated so well, 
and so affectionately by everybody, so I first of all want 
to say thanks for inviting me and for looking after me  
so well. The discussions that we were having in the 
workshops over the last couple of days, ranged over 
quite a few subjects, but to me (and perhaps because  
I have this preoccupation) they seemed to be circling 
around one particular question, or rather the question  
I keep finding myself (sort of) looking for at the bottom 
of them is all is, ‘why do we make art’? What does it do 
for us? How does it help us in anyway? Now some of the 
questioners or the discussants, specifically asked that 
question, others sort of implied it in the things they  
were saying, so I’m actually going to try to tackle that.



L EC T URE 3: AN AUDIENCE WITH BRIAN ENO L EC T URE 3: AN AUDIENCE WITH BRIAN ENO

14 15

And one of the reasons I want to tackle that, is because 
as Professor Breward said I’m ex art-student and I care 
about art school and I care about education. Not only art 
education, but education in the humanities in general. 
And there’s been a very strong movement in government 
in the last 15 to 20 years towards encouraging the  
STEM subjects. That stands for science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics, I believe. All of which  
are perfectly good subjects and definitely deserve to be 
encouraged, but the tendency has been to treat those 
subjects as if those are really the important centre of 
what we do as a nation, and that the other stuff is gravy. 
You know, it’s the luxury stuff, the frilly bits on the edge, 
that girls would probably want to do it, possibly in 
brackets there as well. Well, I’ve never felt that way about 
those things; those are things that have got me through 
life and have helped me to think about life. And those 
are also, I hope to argue tonight, the things that actually 
make a culture viable and successful.

There’s a simple economic argument, which I’m not 
going to bother with, which essentially says that art is 
actually very profitable for us. And it is. The danger with 
taking that position, is that that then becomes the metric 
by which governments decide whether to support art  
or not, and that of course means that all sorts of people 
get left out of the picture. So I don’t advise that way of 
justifying art education, but, as I say, I’m sure you could, 
just in terms of the export earnings of pop musicians 
that have come out of art school, let alone painters 
sculptors, textile designers, fashion designers and 
everything else. That alone would be a decent 
justification in financial terms, but those aren’t the 
interesting terms in which to justify, I think. So I’m going 
to talk in a kind of roundabout way, because I haven’t 
really done this talk before, since a lot of thoughts arose 
from being here in the last couple of days. So it might 

ramble a bit, so you might need the pyjamas, actually. 
I’m going to start with a piece of shocking news 

which is that for the last 20,000 years your brains have 
been getting smaller. Now I’m not being metaphorical, 
this is actually true; human brains are about 15% smaller 
than they were 20,000 years ago. And that’s a very big 
difference; that’s about a tennis ball of brain difference 
and it’s happened in this (in evolutionary terms) very, 
very short period of time: 20,000 years. This seems to me 
quite contrary to what we expected would happen. If 
you look at 1950s and 60s pictures of people from the 
future, they’ve always got huge brains, haven’t they? 
Great big head (like that) and not much else. Well, it 
seems that that isn’t actually what’s happening. It seems 
that our brains have been getting smaller for some time, 
and they still are. There’s no sign that this trend is in 
reverse. So this is really quite an interesting question: 
why should that be the case? There have been lots of 
theories, and most of them are sort of functionalist 
theories, that the brain is a very expensive organ. It’s the 
most expensive organ in terms of energy-use, so maybe 
evolution has selected for slightly more efficient humans, 
with slightly less-large brains (I don’t really buy that 
one). There was another theory about the amount of heat 
that the brain generates. I don’t buy that one either. An 
idea that it’s a kind of radiator and it doesn’t want to get 
too hot. What I do think has been happening, is that in a 
20,000 year period, humans have changed from being 
generalists (that’s to say, people who could do 
everything they needed to stay alive because they had 
to) to people like us, who are absolutely helpless without 
everybody else around us. So we’ve changed from being 
generalists to specialists. I mean, I can’t actually do 
anything other than what I am doing now; sort of 
making records occasionally. I don’t know how to grow 
anything. I don’t know how to skin an animal. I don’t 
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know how to make clothes. I don’t know how to deal 
with money. Actually, I don’t know anything! You know, 
most of my life is being handled for me by other people, 
and I would suggest that most of your lives are as well. 
So what is happening, I think, to our brains, is they’ve 
got smaller in here, but they are shared out among 
everybody else. So we actually have a vastly-extended 
brain outside of our own organism, but the bit inside  
our own organism is increasingly specialised and 
increasingly not very good for anything else. There’s that 
famous piece of research that came out about 10 years 
ago, which every taxi driver would tell me about when  
I got into the car, that taxi-drivers’, London taxi-drivers’ 
brains, are particularly well-developed in the part of the 
brain that deals with direction finding, with spatial 
awareness. And it turns out that this is true. They have  
a much larger development there. So I’m wondering, in 
fact, I’m expecting that quite soon it will be discovered 
that everybody’s brain is particularly well-developed in 
a certain specialisation. You know, like trainspotters will 
have a special little part of their brain that deals with 
trains! There must be a name for that region in the  
brain somewhere. And so this introduces sort of another 
paradox that we are less and less independent, more and 
more interdependent, but at the same time more and 
more different from each other. So if you imagine going 
back to Neolithic man and woman, they all were doing 
pretty much the same thing. There weren’t very many 
different professions that you had then. The main 
professions were catching animals, having babies and 
sleeping – that’s kind of the job of being a Neolithic 
person. As things start to specialise, people separate  
out from one another, you’d think, and you’d think that 
civilization kind of spins apart, because we become more 
and more different to one another. I mean, I spend most 
of my days working with software, which if you weren’t 

a musician you’d have no idea what I was doing at all. 
The truth is, most of the time I don’t either, but the truth 
is, most of the time I’m doing something that most of the 
other people on earth wouldn’t have a clue about; they 
wouldn’t understand. And again, that’s probably true  
of most of us. We’re all specialists in that way. 

So you have this funny situation that we depend  
on each other more, but we understand each other less  
in many respects. We understand each others’ day-to-
day work less. So the question becomes, what makes 
societies coherent? Because we aren’t little hunter-
gatherer bands of 25 people who know each other 
intimately and spend a lot of time grooming each other 
and having sex together and so on. Instead, we are great, 
big numbers like this, and we’re nations and we’re EUs 
and United States and Soviet Unions and what have you. 
We are huge groups of people. Huge groups of people 
who aren’t the same any longer. So what holds it 
together? Well of course you can guess what my 
answer’s going to be, but I should, first of all, say that 
what one of the answers is, the one that you want to be 
aware of, is war. That’s one of the things that will hold 
us together. That’s one of things that will make different 
humans with different ambitions and different needs 
and interests coherent. And it’s the one we keep hearing 
about. ‘The War on Terror’, which we are all living 
through. It’s a fake war, essentially. It’s a war of 
convenience, because it helps to keep the society 
coherent and there are a lot of people who have an 
interest in keeping society coherent, not for the sake  
of those people in society, but for the sake of those who 
benefit from society, profit from it, but that’s another 
story that I won’t get into. So war, or fear, shall we say, is 
one of the ways of making society coherent. This is why 
so many people, when they talk about London in the 
1940s during the blitz (when something like 78,000 
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bombs fell on London) they talk about it with great 
fondness, as the time when they felt most alive. What 
they felt was a connection with other people and the 
sharing and the sense of being ‘one’. These are feelings 
that humans obviously like, almost more than anything 
else, and the withdrawal of those feelings (for instance, 
solitary confinement) is close to torture. We want those 
feelings, we want very strongly, to belong. And in view 
of what I said earlier, you can sort of understand why 
that’s the case. We are aware of our differences more  
and more, and to be left out of the group, to be this 
non-independent, this completely dependent creature, 
left outside of the group is a perilous position. So what  
I want to talk about from now on, is how culture, which 
is the alternative to war, how culture helps us cohere.  
If you think of war and fear as the one side, the one 
possibility, think of joy and creativity as the other side. 
So, what I am assuming is that we would prefer the 
second one. The only people who don’t prefer it are  
the people who profit from the first one. And, you know, 
there people who need some kind of friction in the world 
for their businesses. Arms dealers not the least, but also 
governments. You know, it wasn’t a coincidence that 
when Margaret Thatcher’s government was flagging  
and not doing at all well in the polls, we suddenly had 
the engagement with the Falklands and suddenly sent  
an enormous naval force out to this tiny island, in what 
was presented as an act of imperial generosity, of some 
kind. It’s not an accident that it happened then, I am 
saying. It happened because it suddenly rallied everyone 
around the Government. So, I want to talk about culture 
as a way of creating social solidarity (I’ll explain the 
word solidarity a bit better later). 

The first thing I want to talk about is imagination. 
Imagination is obviously the central currency of culture; 
imagination is how we bring new things into being, and 

imagination is also how we learn to empathise with each 
other. It’s by being able to imagine what the world is like 
in your head, or your head, or your head (or thinking  
I can imagine that) that I can begin to co-operate with 
you and communicate with you. If I can’t imagine that, 
then I am called autistic, and that’s not the worst thing 
in the world, but it’s difficult. If you’re autistic, you can’t 
co-operate easily, you can’t read other people, you don’t 
know what they’re thinking, you don’t know how to 
communicate what you’re thinking. It puts you in a very 
difficult position in terms of belonging to the group.  
All of our co-operation really is based on the act of 
imagination called empathy and, the act of imagination 
is something you have to practice. Of course you were 
born with it, but it doesn’t just stay still, you have to 
practice and one of the reasons we like art, I think, is 
because it gives us the chance to practice imagining over 
and over and over again, to keep those circuits running. 
But the other thing of course is that by being able to 
imagine, we start to be able to imagine the difficulties 
that others live through. For instance, if you think of, 
Charles Dickens novels  suddenly making an issue of  
a part of the population that most people hadn’t thought 
about at all (they didn’t exist, they were invisible, or  
they were marginalised; they weren’t part of the 
conversation). Dickens started writing about them and 
suddenly it became a topic: the poor in London, what 
was it like being like that? Well, Dickens wrote about 
what it was like. Similarly, when Harriet Beecher-Stowe 
wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin, I think you could make a good 
argument for saying that that book was the catalyst for 
the freeing of the slaves in America. I believe it led 
directly to the American Civil War, because it suddenly 
created a widespread empathy for the fate of these 
people who, for the first time were generally recognised 
as being other human beings and, so the idea of treating 
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them that badly became impossible to bear (for at least 
half the population. There’s probably still a large part  
of the population that doesn’t find it too difficult to  
bear that idea, and they’re currently running for the 
Whitehouse). So, the first obvious civilizational value  
of the act of imagining is the act of empathy and, as I 
said, I think that engagement with culture is a constant 
rehearsal of that act of imagining. Even if what you’re 
playing is World of Warcraft, it doesn’t really matter to  
me, it’s still doing that thing in your brain; doing that 
rehearsing, that function that makes us able to talk to 
each other and to work with each other, and it comes  
in many different forms. I was sitting on a bus a couple 
of years ago and behind me were two women who’d 
obviously been watching, I don’t know what it was, 
Coronation Street or something, the night before, and  
they were talking about one of the characters in the 
programme, who had come out as a lesbian during this 
particular edition of Coronation Street. And they were 
having discussion about her and whether she should 
have done that; whether, in any way, it was a good that 
somebody should be a lesbian or not, whether she should 
have come out in that way, whether she should have 
been a bit more thoughtful to her parents and the other 
people who were involved and upset by the revelation, 
and so on and so on. So they were having a long and 
engaged conversation about this, and I realised that they 
probably couldn’t have had that conversation about 
somebody they both knew. They certainly couldn’t have 
had it about either of themselves, because they were 
giving very frank opinions of this particular person. So I 
suddenly started to think, “well soap operas are actually 
a very interesting way of people realigning their moral 
attitudes, their relationships with each other, talking  
to each other about how they feel about things and 
allowing themselves to a certain amount of lubrication 

and easement about how they changed their opinions 
about those”. You could have an opinion on a subject like 
that, as long as it was in a soap opera, without any fear of 
offending anybody; it was just a soap opera. You couldn’t 
have that same relationship to something real, because 
there really was a possibility then that somebody would 
be upset and there would be consequences. This idea of 
culture as the sort of, as the place where moral and social 
questions become askable, is an important issue as well 
for me. It’s another aspect of the empathy thing, but it 
runs into another cultural phenomenon as well, which  
I call synchronisation. 

I was very pleased this morning when we were 
talking and I mentioned, to Katie Overy (who is a 
professor here) a book that was very influential to me, by 
the American historian William MacNeil which is called, 
Keeping Together in Time and funnily enough, Katie wrote 
an essay called ‘Being Together in Time’. I am looking 
forward to reading that and I think it’s sort of about the 
same thing. MacNeil was a soldier in the 1940s, and 
never sent abroad. It was towards the end of the war that 
he became a soldier and all they did was drill in some 
desert in Arizona. They’d just get up every morning and 
then they’d wander back-and-forth drilling, marching, 
have lunch, a bit more marching, have supper, a bit more 
marching, go to bed and do the same thing the next day. 
And he said that it was one of the most blissful times of 
his life, because the pleasure of synchronising, muscular 
synchronisation with the other human beings was, to 
him, a completely new feeling. I stared to think about 
that and the title, Keeping Together in Time. He said that  
he never felt friendships stronger than those friendships 
that he felt there, and those friendships, he felt, came 
directly from his muscles, and the fact that his muscles 
synchronised with other people’s muscles. I started to 
think about other things like that, that we do. Gospel 
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music for example. I don’t know how many of you have 
ever been to a gospel church, but it’s one of the most 
irresistibly-powerful experiences you can have. One of 
the first ones I went to was in San Francisco. I was living 
there and I really liked the music, so I thought, “every 
Sunday, I’ll go down to a gospel church, one or another”. 
I used to find the best churches by following the most 
attractive women; they always ended up at the best 
churches. I went to one huge church; it was fifteen 
hundred people and there was an enormous service 
going on. The preacher as, so often in these things, is 
also the public information guy, so he’s yowling into the 
mic, and somebody hands him a bit of paper and he says, 
“would the owner of the car number 43532 please move 
the car, there’s a bus trying to get through. Brothers and 
sisters… ” And the whole sermon was interleaved with 
these messages. And then at some point he says: 
“Everybody that’s in the church that has heard the word 
of Jesus, raise your hands”. I was sitting right at the back 
(of a much bigger crowd than this) and I couldn’t, in all 
honesty, raise my hands, because I didn’t think I had 
heard the word of Jesus. But unfortunately, he saw me 
and he said, “there’s one hand at the back there that isn’t 
going up”, and he said, “brother, come forward”. And I 
thought, “Oh fuck, now I’m in for it!” So, I sort of shirked 
down to the front.  As I am walking down, as always in 
gospel churches, people are incredibly welcoming, 
particularly if you’re an atheist, and everyone’s tapping 
me on the shoulder as I go down, “go there brother”.  
I am standing right at the front of the church on my  
own and the preacher says, “we’re going to sing for you”. 
Jesus, that was the most-powerful musical-experience  
I ever had. It was absolutely heart-creakingly strong. 
And then subsequently, when I moved back to New 
York, I joined a gospel choir and they knew I was an 
atheist and they didn’t mind. They kept saying, 

“Anything changed yet?”. And I would say, “No, not 
yet”. And they said, “Well keep coming, keep coming 
back”. But that feeling of belonging to something like 
that and doing something together with everybody else, 
it’s not like being in an orchestra, where you have a 
score, where you know exactly what you’re doing, where 
here’s a kind of a boss that tells you, it’s not like that. It’s 
a much different feeling. It’s an incredibly enlivening 
feeling. I used to leave that place just so happy. I think 
lots of public events are like that. Sporting events are 
like that, in a way. Carnivals are like that. If you think  
of what happens in a carnival, for a little while the rules 
of normal life are suspended and suddenly you can  
be whoever you like. You can be as sexy as you ever 
dreamed of being, even if you are 82 years old. You  
can be mad. You can be crazy. You can change sex. You 
can do whatever you like in carnival. I always thought 
carnivals were a model of the kind of culture I would 
like to finally live in and one I may start when I’m 80.  
So this synchronisation thing, this idea that one of the 
things that culture does, is it gives us common activities 
to take part in. Community activities, where we behave 
similarly to one another; where we stop being 
individuals with our own different intentions, and  
we start to coalesce into something. 

And that brings me to another idea, which I think 
I’ve talked about a lot of times before (so I hope if you’ve 
heard it you won’t be too bored) the idea of surrender. 
When you join a gospel choir what you do, and the 
pleasure of what you do, is that you surrender, you stop 
trying to be in control. Now, we live in a culture that has 
got where it is by being able to control nature. That’s one 
of the great talents of human beings; that’s why we are 
as successful as a species. It’s also why we’re in so much 
peril as a species. But essentially for years, for 
generations, for centuries, we’ve been learning how to 
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control nature. We have been learning if we can’t change 
the weather, we can mitigate it, we can escape from it. 
We can hybridise things. We can do all the things that 
humans can do. We are so good at controlling that we 
often think that control is the only thing we can do, that 
that’s our great talent. My feeling for a long time has 
been that our great talent is not only, being able to 
control, but also being able to know when to surrender. 
So, on this spectrum of possible activity, we have been 
the controller and the surrendered. We constantly take 
different positions. My image of this is like surfing. I 
can’t surf (I’ve never tried) but I love watching people 
surf, because what I see them doing is constantly making 
a negotiation between being in control and being taken 
somewhere. A surfer climbs to the top of the wave and 
then is carried along by it, then takes control again, then 
is carried along again. I think this actually what we do in 
the whole of our lives, but we generally don’t recognise 
that the second part of that equation is something we’re 
doing. We generally don’t take that very seriously. We 
don’t give anyone prizes for doing that well. If you watch 
animals, that don’t have anywhere near our options for 
control, they’re very, very good at that (surrendering). 
Watch when an animal is hurt… it sits still it hides and  
it waits. It knows it can’t control, so it surrenders for a 
while, and it sometimes dies in that position. So if we are 
going to work as large groups, we have to stop wanting 
to be chiefs all the time and start wanting to be Indians, 
and start wanting to enjoy being Indians. So, those are 
two aspects of culture. The one I want to talk about  
most is the one that particularly connects with the job  
of being an artist. 

I always say that the difference between science and 
art, is that science wants to look at this world and to 
understand it, to see how it works and to get better and 
better models of how it works, and art looks at other 

worlds, art invents other worlds. My feeling is that when 
you make a piece of art, what you are doing, is you’re 
creating a tiny world. It might be quite a big one. It might 
be a painting as big as that. It might be a tiny one, like an 
earring, or it might be one like a haircut. I use haircuts as 
an image, because we all have them (well, there are some 
exceptions to this!) So I’m going to take you, for a little 
while, into the world of hair. What I want you to think  
of is that every one of you, on your head, has a little 
artwork. Now, you might not have thought about it as 
that before, but some of you have, I’m sure. Some of you 
do think of your hair that way (FIG 1). What I would argue 
is that we all make decisions that are identical to the 
kinds of decisions an artist makes when he’s making 
something, and they are stylistic decisions. If we look 
backwards into the history of hair, perhaps the first 
decision that was ever made was, shall I cut it? You can 
imagine Neolithic people, those people with huge brains 
from 20,000 years ago… suddenly somebody had the 
idea, “you know, this shit that is hanging in my eyes,  
is there some way I can rid of some of this?”. And that 
would be the first hair-cut and then other people might 
have thought, “Jesus, that’s a really good idea, I’m going 
to do that”. So for a while, the only stylistic spectrum in 
the world of haircuts would have been ‘cut’ and ‘not cut’. 
You can imagine that perhaps, after that, some other 
spectra came into being, for instance ‘styled’ and ‘un-
styled’ (FIG 2). Some people might not have just hacked it 
out of the way and got rid of it. Some people might have 
thought that it kind of looked cool if you pushed that bit 
over there. And some people might not have cared about 
that so much, so they would have been down that end  
of the axis. Then you could imagine that…  (think of this 
always as an artwork, alright?)… there would have been 
a set of distinctions growing up between masculine 
haircuts and feminine haircuts (FIG 3). It would have been 
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natural for that to happen. It still happens now. Of 
course, though, as you start to notice, these two terms 
are constantly shifting throughout history. They will 
shift and even within a short time they can shift, even  
in my lifetime, both have shifted very considerably. 
Nonetheless, we are all very attentive to exactly where 
these axes stand at the moment. I think everybody here 
would be able to say of at least 80% of haircuts, “that’s 
kind of a man’s haircut and that’s a woman’s haircut”, 
and then there would be maybe 20% that were a little  
bit ambiguous. So let’s try some other axes. Retro-futural 
(FIG 4); some people wearing haircuts that deliberately 
look like they come from a deco-photo from the 1930s  
or, a lot of hipsters in London now are wearing haircuts 
that have a sort of San Francisco 1959 beatnik quality to 
them. And then there are other people who like futural 
haircuts that look like something out of Star Trek, out of 
an imagined future. So, you can see now there’s a nest  
of these, and of course I could go on with them,. Here’s 
another one: ‘eccentric conformist’. Do you just to want 
to just fit in to the background? Or do you want to stand 
out, be noticed? (FIG 5) You could probably carry on doing 
this all night. Actually; there’s probably hundreds of axes 
like that. And, whatever haircut you have is somewhere 
in that multi-dimensional nest there. You have that 
haircut for some kind of a reason. It’s almost certainly 
not a conscious reason, but it’s because, somehow or 
other, that locates you within a social space that you find 
yourself confortable with. That says something about 
you, and it relates you to a group of ideas or values that 
you would like to belong to. Because these are all values. 
They are not completely-random words. These are values 
that we have feelings about, and when we change our 
haircut. Let’s say, I cut my hair and I move a little bit 
along that axis; I go a little bit wilder (not an option that  
I personally have, but…),  that’s a change in how I think 

about me and how I think about myself in the world.
Sometimes it happens that a completely new axis 
suddenly appears that nobody ever thought about  
before. For instance, in the 1970s, the axis when the 
punks appeared, the axis ‘carefully manicured by  
a professional’ and at the other end, ‘hacked about  
by a brainless cretin’, became one of the possible axes 
upon which your haircut could fall. And so any space 
like this little world of hair, this world of carried on the 
head artworks, has all of these dimensions of values and 
feeling wrapped up in them. And of course people feel 
very, very strongly about their hair. I’ve seen people in 
tears after going to the hairdresser and coming back 
with a cut that they didn’t think was right, and they 
wouldn’t go out for two weeks, until it had sort of grown 
out a little bit. So, we have strong feelings about these 
worlds we create, and when we make them we’re sharing 
them with other people and this is, I think, a kind of 
cultural gossip about what values we now think are 
important and interesting and right and justified and 
unjustified and so on, and so on. 

What time is it? Eight? In that case I’d better talk 
about screwdrivers! Here they are… What I’m really 
talking about now is style and function. Now, when you 
look at these screwdrivers, lovingly collected for me by 
Martin (Parker), what you notice is that all these bits are 
the same and all these bits are different (FIG 6). So, I want 
you to think about this as the beginning of the history of 
sculpture. This thing here has a job to do. It can’t really 
be otherwise; this is the best way it can be for that job. 
This bit has a job to do as well, but it’s not quite as 
inflexible as that. This bit can be yellow and knobbly,  
or it can be shitty red and not very nice, or it can be blue 
and very nicely-aligned, as you can see (FIG 7). Now if you 
think about sculpture, if you were a sculptor and you 
thought, “I’m going to make a really great screwdriver”. 
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If you made that bit out of chocolate or marshmallow or 
marble, even marble, you wouldn’t have a very good 
screwdriver (FIG 8). You might have a good sculpture, but 
you wouldn’t have very good screwdriver, so you would 
be better to expend your efforts on this end of the 
spectrum. There’s more room for stylistic movement 
there. But you might say, “I’d just like to make a 
sculpture that’s isn’t a screwdriver”, so you might 
gradually progress from this to, you know, somebody 
comes along and says, “bloody hell, that’s a great handle, 
John!” [Laughs] “Why don’t we get rid of this thing?”  
So, you think, “I’ll just start making the handles then, 
they’re in demand, the handles”. So, you start making 
handles, and the handles start turning into lovely things, 
and so the history of screwdriver begins here. There’s a 
screwdriver and there’s the sculpture that you finally go 
on to make and there’s… well, that’s not supposed to be 
a large phallus. (This is why I turned to music after five 
years at art school.) (FIG 9) Eventually you make things 
that have no reference to functionally or figuration at all. 
They don’t try to do anything other than be sculpture. 
That’s all that is, you know. It’s meant to be a Brancusi 
sculpture. It’s not a very good one but…  It is only a 
stylistic statement, it’s only a part of a conversation about 
style. It doesn’t do anything else. You couldn’t put a 
screw in with it if you tried. Now, style is a funny kind  
of conversation because, again, we’re all very intensely 
aware of it and we generally don’t notice that we are, 
unless we are professional artists or designers, or 
something like that. And it’s a conversation that is going 
on with us all the time. You never come to an artwork 
fresh. You never come and look at a painting as though 
you have never seen a painting before. You’ve seen 
thousands of paintings before, and you retain a trace of 
all of those encounters with painting. So, when you look 
at a new painting, what you’re seeing is not only a new 

thing, you’re seeing all the differences between that and 
all the other experiences of paintings you’ve had (if there 
are some). When you come to Kasimir Malevich’s Black 
Square, if you didn’t know about the history of painting, 
you’d probably think that it was a block of plywood that 
some builder had left behind, that had covered a hole in 
the wall or something like that. You wouldn’t know, 
unless you were told that that was a painting. You do 
now, because in the gallery it has a label, but if you just 
came across it out of context, there’s nothing to tell you, 
“you should be having an art experience now”. When 
you do know what it is, when it says, “Kasimir Malevich, 
1918”, or whatever it is, and then you think, “Ah, 1918, 
OK. That came in the wake of post-impressionism of 
Fauvism, Supremacism, Constructivism, all those ‘isms’ 
with all of their colour and somebody does that, oh yes, 
dramatic, amazing. But it reminds me of…” So, in many 
ways, I think that each new piece of art you see is sort of 
the punch-line, the latest punch-line; in a long-running 
joke. There’s a story about a Texan coming back to 
Suffolk, where I come from, to find his ancestral lands, 
you know. He’s a very successful rancher and he hires  
a car to drive him around and the driver says, “Where 
do you want to go?” and he says, “Let’s try down there”, 
and they go down a little narrow lane. There’s an old 
boy leaning on the fence, the Texan rolls down the 
window and says, “Is this your farm?”, and the guy says, 
“Yeah, it’s all mine, all the way from that river right to 
the top-that hill, s’all mine”. And the Texan says, “Really, 
in my ranch, you know, if I get in my car in the morning 
and drive all day, I still don’t get to the other end”. And 
the guy says, “Yep, I used to have a car like that.” And,  
I tell that joke because, that’s been at the top of the 
screen, so that’s like seeing an art-work without having  
a history of looking at that. If you don’t know the rest of 
the story, it makes no sense at all. When we look at or 
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experience a work of art, we don’t just experience what  
it looks like, we experience its whole history as well. We 
experience our knowledge of where it came from, who 
was doing it, what time they did it in. So, for example, if I 
showed you this now, (FIG 10), I could describe this in a lot 
of different ways. I could say, “I invented an algorithmic 
process which generates shapes like that,” or I could say, 
“I scribbled that this afternoon” . Which is true. Or I 
could say (and this would be rather alarming), “I have 
made, fifteen thousand of these and they’re all identical, 
it has been my life’s work to learn how to do that”. Now, 
you have to admit that, that object hasn’t changed at all, 
but in each case that would be an entirely different 
impact on you, wouldn’t it? You would have an entirely 
different impression of what this thing was and, of 
course I could invent hundreds of other stories about it 
as well. We never look at something with the innocence 
that we think we do. We never hear anything with fresh 
ears, and we never see anything with fresh eyes. We are 
always seeing a whole history of stories and technologies 
and techniques and assumptions about what somebody 
was thinking while they were doing it. 

This brings me to an interesting area: which I will  
try to compress into two-and-half-hours [laughs]. How  
it’s made. Now, generally, when people critique art, or 
traditionally when people critiqued art, that was not an 
issue that people thought about, because there weren’t 
many ways of making things. You sat in front of a canvas 
and made a painting. Nowadays, one of things we are 
really interested in is ‘process’; how things come into 
being. And I think one of the reasons we are interested 
in that, is because we want to be able to imagine things 
into being differently. I’ll start here with Darwin. Charles 
Darwin published his great book On the Origin of Species 
in the 1860s. First of all, people were upset by the idea 
that we came from monkeys, but what was really 

upsetting, I think, was the notion that complexity, 
something like us, could come from simplicity. This  
was so fundamentally different from what any religion 
had believed. How the pyramid of life was seen was 
Englishmen, quite correctly! And then horses, dogs, 
women, the French and then the rest of the world. And 
of course, up there, was God, and there was the Queen 
(FIG 12). (Funnily enough, though I make fun of that 
model, that is what most English people still believe.  
I think it hasn’t changed a whole lot.) What Darwin said 
was, “actually that’s not how things are. They’re much 
more of a network”. Darwin was really the beginning of 
the idea of ecology. He was the first person who realised 
things were connected together in very complicated 
meshes, and that to change something over there, 
changed something over here, and both of those 
changed something down there. He was sort of the first 
ecologist, in my opinion. This model, as you can see, still 
abtains in the classical orchestra. There’s the composer 
(God), and the conductor (a sort of mini-god) and then 
there’s soloist rank-and-file, section leaders, section 
sub-leaders, all that. And it still is the case in the army, 
too. Of course those kinds of armies don’t work 
anymore, they do different things with them, but they 
still pretend that this is the organisational model. I had 
an idea of the structure of society, which was for the 
whole of the renaissance and, until quite recently (and 
still in the eyes of the Conservative government) was 
what abtained. It describes a particular construction that 
favoured the people that were at the top (FIG 12), and it 
was very much in their interest to keep that picture 
alive. Well, what we start to see now, I think, is that that 
isn’t how things come into being. That isn’t how things 
are done. The first acknowledgment of this was when 
statistician Stafford Beer started working for British 
Steel. The first thing he did was to set up mechanisms by 
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which messages could go back up. So previously, all of 
these messages really only go in one direction (down)  
(FIG 13). Those are the important messages; the ones that 
go down that way. So, gradually people started to realise 
that it made sense to at least hear back from the bottom 
of the heap, hear what was happening down there.  
My sort of enlightenment in relation to this came in  
the 1980s. I went to the Barbican to see a painting show. 
It was Russian painting from the early 20th century. My 
favourite period of painting, really. I knew all of the big 
names, and I knew quite a lot about them. I went to this 
show and saw about 2,000 other people I’d never heard of 
before, who were all active in St. Petersburg and Moscow 
in that period, between, say, 1906 and 1927, something 
like that. And of course the big names were in there, but 
there were all these other people as well, and I thought, 
“Jesus that was a real scene going on!” It wasn’t just 
those four or five big names, you know, Tatlin and 
Rodchenko, those kind of people, it was all those other 
people as well, and, in fact, there wasn’t all that much 
difference between them. You know, Tatlin and 
Rodchenko were really good, but they weren’t that much 
better than Klun, Popova and so on, who you hadn’t 
heard of. So, I started to look into that scene, trying to 
find out how it had worked. And, of course, like all of 
these very fruitful scenes, it was much more complex 
than it looks. It wasn’t just these guys, it was a seething 
mass, that included collectors and bar-owners, and rich 
people who just liked hanging out with artists, and poor 
artists that were good at ripping off other poor artists 
and repackaged their ideas, and so on; a seething 
ecology. We always talked about the big names as 
genius, but when I saw that show at the Barbican I came 
up with this other word, which is, “scenius”, and I 
thought of that as the creative intelligence of a whole 
community (FIG 14). The reason I think that’s an important 

idea, is because we, more and more, are starting to 
recognise that communities might be the way in which 
the new art of the time is going to be made. We are sort 
of dropping that idea of the composer (Mozart walking 
around with a fucking great symphony in his head and 
it’s so heavy, he’s just got to get it onto paper). That’s  
still sort of the idea that I find journalists often still  
have, because they still say to me with great earnestness, 
“what were you thinking about?” And to be honest, 
there often isn’t a lot of thinking going on there. 
Something is, in retrospect, but there isn’t usually at the 
beginning of the process. I started to think (well, coming 
back to this idea of the extended brain that I was talking 
about at the beginning) we’re actually all doing this 
‘scenius’ thing now. Nobody’s sitting at home alone 
forging some kind of original single vision that nobody 
else knows about, and they’re going to release it to the 
world and everybody will go, “Jesus! I never thought  
of that”, and start stabbing each other in concert halls.  
I just don’t think were going to get that ‘right of spring’ 
moment again, so artists, just give up on that; that’s not a 
career path! We all know so much about what everybody 
else is doing and we’re all doing it together as well; we 
are kind of consolidating our culture by working on 
things together. Now some simple versions of that are 
games, the big games (that I don’t play) like World of 
Warcraft and so on, where you now have millions of 
people participating in making a world together.  
That’s what they are doing, they are designing a world 
together. I can’t think of anything more interesting, 
actually, or more important in this day and age, than 
actually inventing new worlds, because part of that is, 
sort of, questioning the assumption that we are stuck 
with this one, as it is. I think if we have a generation of 
kids who are thinking, “hey, I know how to design 
worlds. Why shouldn’t I have a go?”. I think that’s a 



L EC T URE 3: AN AUDIENCE WITH BRIAN ENO L EC T URE 3: AN AUDIENCE WITH BRIAN ENO

34 35

fundamental change. That you don’t come inheriting this 
structure of, “here’s how it is, laddie”. So I think social 
modelling is what were doing. (Oh look at that, I’ve just 
come to a blank page! Perhaps that’s where I finish!  
No, no.) 

Social modelling is actually what I more and more  
see now as what artists are doing, because they’re asking 
this question; how do things come into being? If you 
abandoned the old model of how things come into being, 
that they come from up there and they finally trickle 
down to us, that vision actually isn’t true. Very much  
of the time what generally happens (this is what pop 
musicians have always been saying) is that things bubble 
up, and people package them as they come up. “There’s  
a bubble… I’ve sold that one… here’s another… oh, we’ll 
put those together…”  There’s a sort of turmoil of human 
creativity going on, which some people, the ones who 
call themselves artists, package up and sell off as art. 
Very useful thing to do. It’s a good job for society to do 
that, but that’s a little different from the image of the 
artist, who thinks it all up. I can remember working in 
the studio once with U2, and Pavarotti came into the 
studio. He’d never been into a contemporary recording 
session. So, what he’d done in the past, was that he’d go 
in and he’d sing La Traviata, or something, in front of the 
mic and the orchestra, and he’d go home and have more 
to eat. (It’s true! He was one of the world’s great eaters.  
I think he hasn’t been recognised fully for that.) But 
anyway, he came in to watch us working. We were in a 
studio working on a song and trying out melodies and so 
on, and he’s standing at the back of the room, watching. 
He stood for a long, long time and finally he said to me, 
“You are making it up!” I think it was an amazing 
moment for him, because he had a very standard 
repertoire, in a way. He sang just big hits, and I don’t 
think he’d ever seen, or ever encountered, the idea that 

music could come out of a group of people sitting 
together playing things as vulgar as electric guitars and 
drums, and that something beautiful could come out of 
that; something sort of transcendent. I talked with him 
about it a bit later and he said, something like, “How 
many other things could we make up?” So, it was as 
though he had seen a new form of creation. Anyway,  
I hope I have given you an idea of some of the ways, 
three of the five ways, that I think culture is actually  
the unifying and the cohering force. Now I should say, 
that I am not one of those batty optimists. Culture is not 
only the way we consolidate what’s inside our bubble, 
it’s also the way we exclude what’s outside, so it’s not  
all good news. There are two sides to this; it’s one 
community consolidating itself, and separating itself in 
a way from another one, but what I have to say is that 
everywhere I go now, I see amazing things going  
on, I did in the last couple of days here. I see people 
thinking about things that are incredibly interesting.  
I went last night to a community centre, which is being 
built on the outskirts of Edinburgh. It’s just a broken-
down farmhouse, but it’s going to become a place that 
people from the housing estates will be able to use as 
their community centre. I see a lot of this kind of thing, 
because I am interested in it, and I look for it, but I never 
see it reported. I never see any of this constructive 
human-behaviour making the news; it’s all about 
fucking terrorists, it’s all about destructive behaviour; 
it’s all about the reasons you should be frightened. Now, 
I am so sick of this. I want to say to all of us, myself as 
well, let’s stop being frightened. Let’s start looking 
around at what people are doing that’s good, and 
positive, all the excitement that people feel about 
newness and new ideas and about new people. You 
know, in England, we’ve been being told now for months 
that we’re going to be swamped by immigrants. Well, 



L EC T URE 3: AN AUDIENCE WITH BRIAN ENO L EC T URE 3: AN AUDIENCE WITH BRIAN ENO

36 37

frankly, I can’t think of anything better. Turf out a few of 
that lot. I didn’t include Scots in that… 

[ A U D I E N C E  M E M B E R :  
“ M O V E  T A E  S C O T L A N D ! ”]

I am thinking about it actually, I like it here a lot.  
Let’s stop being frightened. Let’s admit that we have, 
now, these amazing tools to make mass artworks 
together. We have ways of doing the things that art has 
always done, that are much more powerful, much better, 
much more extensive and cheaper, so let’s get on with it, 
reject that paranoid view that we are being encouraged 
to take all the time, because that view is there to serve an 
ideology. It’s not an objective reality, is what I argue, it’s 
there to serve a set of interests and we don’t have to 
serve those. So, I will finish there and what I would like 
to do now is to open the floor to questions, but I want to 
say that Matt Brennan is going to be the… referee, is it? 

[ A P P L A U S E ]

MB: Wow, thanks so much for that. I’m flabbergasted.  
It was an inspiring talk and really stimulating, and 
weaving in politics and humour, and all the rest. I’m 
keenly aware that we have a group of people here who 
all want to ask questions, but I thought I might take 
chair’s privilege and ask the first one… and you have 
this word, ‘scenius’ which was up there for a while… 
Thinking about the context that we are in, in an art 
college, in a university, what is it that we can do to 
encourage a ‘scenius’ to flourish? What are the 
ingredients? Because it seems like we have some raw 
ingredients in the community that are here, and you are 
well-known as someone who lands in a room with a 

group of collaborators and consistently produces 
amazing work, so how can we encourage that kind of 
collective genius or social atmosphere for encouraging 
interesting work to happen in a place like this?

BE: That’s a very good question and I wish I could 
answer it with a simple answer. It’s interesting to me  
to look at other great ‘scenii’. (I guess, is the plural.  
It’s already getting very clumsy that word). For instance, 
if you think of Xerox Ark or the MIT Building 20 or 
Bletchley Park (that was an amazing one, during the 
war, the place where we broke the code for the Enigma 
machine). Another place might be St. Petersburg 1913...
If you try to think about those things, and what they 
have in common, one of them is that a lot of people  
who had not been part of the game had somehow been 
invited in and became part of the game, so there was a 
sort of infusion of fresh blood in each of them. I think 
another particularly good one, was Paris in the 1910s.  
In the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, there’s one room of 
Picasso pictures. Some of them are terrible paintings 
actually, some of them are great, but they’re all Picassos, 
so they’re all worth a lot of money. There are ‘sort of 
Cubist’ things, and ‘sort of harlequins’, and ‘sort of 
Impressionist-looking’ things, and, as you walk around 
the gallery, you realise that every picture in that room 
comes from the year 1908. It’s an amazing thing. There 
are 25 paintings in there. So, I thought, “that’s very 
interesting! What was he doing that year to have 
produced that much interesting work? What he was 
doing, was that a collector took the train over to Paris, 
came to see Picasso in his studio and said, “what’s that 
one?” and Picasso was saying, “that’s not very good. 
That’s not finished”. [And he said] “I want that and this 
one”, and he just took everything, and this gave Picasso, 
not only quite a lot of money, but also such an incredible 
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boost of confidence and he started looking at his own 
work differently, having someone from the outside 
looking in, who was seeing it quite differently; (it) was  
a huge stimulus. Without going into too much detail 
about ‘scenius’, I think that a very important ingredient 
[is] that somebody from the outside comes in and they 
see something different from what everybody on the 
inside sees, and they sometimes dignify the work in a 
way that you weren’t doing yourself. You do it all the 
time. Somebody else comes in and says, “wow, that’s 
amazing!” and you think, “Oh, is it? Oh, oh. Yes it is! I 
am a swan!” I won’t go on any longer about that. I’ve 
written a lot about ‘scenius’. There’s a lot of interesting 
intricacies in it, especially when you get to those wartime 
ones when there was a huge time pressure, as well.  
I mean, it doesn’t hurt that there’s absolutely tons of 
money involved. For example, Richard Fineman told  
a story of when they were working on the Manhattan 
Project, they were trying to make the first atomic bomb 
(whatever you think about that… I don’t particularly like 
it, but…), they had carte blanche to have anything that 
they wanted, and they decided that the metal that they 
wanted to use was Osmium. Now, Osmium is a very rare 
metal and in the whole history of the earth up to that 
point only 2kg of Osmium had been produced. It had 
nearly all been used in fountain pens. They needed 
something like 10kg, and they got it. It turned out not to 
be the right metal but, you know, but it doesn’t hurt that 
you are plugged into lots of things when that somebody’s 
putting a lot of money in. And that seems to be one of 
the other conditions of sceniuses; well, it could be 
Andrew Carnegie, couldn’t it… ? 

Q: Given that you’ve always used technology as a tool to 
convey emotion, how would you guide future artists or 
creators to encourage them to continue to imbue things 

with emotion using technology today?

BE: Well, music technology wasn’t sort of an ideological 
position for me. I couldn’t do it any other way really; I 
don’t play anything and, as you can see, I’m not a great 
drawer. So, technology, for me, was the way I can make 
things (my friend Danny Hillis says technology is the 
name we give to things that don’t work properly yet). 
You have to remember that one of the most amazing 
pieces of technology is the grand piano. If you’ve ever 
looked at the way a grand piano works, it’s an incredible 
piece of technology, but we don’t think about it as 
technology anymore, because it works fairly infallibly;  
it very rarely breaks down. So I think that phrase,  
that word, “technology” is a bit misleading, ‘cause it  
is normally used for things that are new, but actually 
humans have always been very technological. It’s the 
way extend ourselves, it’s the way we are bigger or 
stronger or brighter or faster or whatever. OK… 

Q: Thank you very much, Brian. First, if you don’t mind, 
my wife is gutted not to be here… what she also said 
would probably make you blush… 

BE: Oh no, I wouldn’t. I’d love to hear it… 

Q: Maybe later! Do you have one of your own pieces of 
art music or whatever, when you look at it, hear it, you 
think, “yeah, I’m good I’m great”.

BE: I do, actually, yes!

Q: And what is it?

BE: Well, I’m very pleased with my last piece of work.  
I often think that about whatever I’ve just finished, and 
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then it takes a few months for it really to sort of seep  
in, and I realise it is another fumbling disappointment 
and I’ll try again. But, yeah, the last record I made, my 
current record that came out a couple of weeks ago, I’m 
very pleased with it. It’s not like anything else I’ve heard 
and it’s in the charts! I’ve never been in the charts. Well,  
I was once in 1974, but it’s actually in the charts, under 
about 10 Prince records. See, if that bugger hadn’t died 
I’d be…  

[ A U D I E N C E  L A U G H S ]

Q: It is excellent

BE: The Prince album? Thank you very much.

Q: I’ve read that you describe yourself as more of  
an artivist than a musician, and in the context that  
you began your talk, by saying art is devalued by 
governments. I’m wondering how do we, as artists,  
or more specifically resistance, how do we produce 
political work that’s not totally explicit, but 
communicates a message? Is the protest song dead?

BE: This was one of the questions asked this morning  
in the workshop. Well, that’s kind of what I was talking 
about here, in the sense that if you make work in a 
different way, that is a political statement. If you make 
work without a director, getting together to improvise, 
that’s a statement about how humans can do things 
together. If you decide to make work that was with the 
conductor and the leader or the orchestra, that’s another 
statement about how humans work together. Neither of 
them are the better or the worse for it, but the fact is 
when more and more people are making this new kind 
of way of making things, that becomes a sort of a vision 
of how we can do things. I always think that what is 

possible in art becomes thinkable in life. When you see 
something working in art; a way of doing things, a way 
of being, it starts to become an idea that you can carry 
into your life. That’s one of the things that art does, 
surely? It presents. Even if you go back to Greek statues 
what they present is a kind of ideal of what life can be 
like. They are very explicit in doing that. The notion of 
the ideal was at the centre of Greek art, but all of the  
art we do, is not only whatever it is, it is also a set of 
messages about how things can be made, and who we 
are when we are doing it and how we relate to other 
human beings when we are doing it. So, this is why, for 
me, all art is automatically political. And this is why I 
probably have a problem with propaganda art, because 
that seems to me to be gilding the lily a little bit; sticking 
another message on top of it. Although I enjoy quite  
a lot of propaganda art, I can’t bring myself to make it.

Q: I was really interested in your work about the Clock  
of the Long Now, and my partner was reading in an 
interview with you recently that you have a clock called 
The Present in your studio. I was quite interested in what 
you thought about how art may help us think about time 
in different kinds of ways?

BE: OK. I should explain for the benefit of everybody 
else here what the Clock of the Long Now is. So, very 
briefly, Danny Hillis, who I referred to just now, is an 
inventor, and Danny was the person who invented 
parallel computing. When I met him in the 1980s, he  
had just built what was, then, the world’s fastest 
computer. And it was working at some incredibly fast 
speed, and it was 1,002,000 computers in parallel, so it 
had an incredibly fast process-time. He said he noticed 
that the better we were able to divide time into tiny, tiny 
fragments like that (pico, zeto, seconds, or whatever they 
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are) the less further into the future we were looking.  
He said that when he was a kid, the year 2000 was the 
future, and as he grew older, the year 2000 was still the 
future, and 10 years before the year 2000, it was still the 
future. Like nobody had thought past that. It was this 
barrier beyond which there were just grey mists, where 
anything could happen. So, he and myself and few 
others tried to think about how we could extend the idea 
of the future? How could we start to get people to think 
that what they were doing now, beyond 2000, was 
connected was to the future? And I came up with the 
idea, The Long Now. I was living in New York in the early 
‘80s and some well-known celebrity invited me to her 
loft for a party. She’d just had it all done up. Brand-new 
loft. And I went to this dodgy part of town, with broken 
streets with steam coming up from them and winos on 
the doorsteps and everything, pressed very doubtingly 
the bell of this address, “is this the right address?”, 
“Yeah, ok”, and was taken into this palace. And I 
thought, “how weird to live in this neighbourhood and 
have a place like this”. And then, talking to her, I realised 
that her sense of ‘here’…  when she said, “here”, she 
meant ‘inside this room’, and when she said, “now”, she 
meant ‘this week’. So, I came up with this idea of the 
‘small here’ and ‘the short now’. I thought, “that’s kind of 
the opposite of what I want”; when I say, “here”, I want to 
mean the whole town I live in, the city, the country. And 
when I say, “now”, I want to include a long way back and 
a long way forward, because, as we humans become 
evermore powerful, everything we do resounds for 
centuries, resonates down through time (as we are 
starting to notice, as the problems start backing up on 
us). So, anyway, The Long Now became this project…  
Danny had designed a clock and he wanted to build  
a clock that would carry on running for 10,000 years. 
When we first mentioned this everyone said, “That’s a 

stupid idea. Why do you want to do that? And anyway it 
couldn’t work. There’s bound to be floods or revolutions 
or…” and then you’d say, “Well what do you think will 
happen in 10,000 years?”, and they’d say, “Well, sand’s 
going to get into it at least”, and then people would start 
having a conversation about the future, basically. And 
the more they thought about it, the more they started  
to realise, “oh, we’re thinking about the distant future”. 
For most people, that’s a new experience; most of us 
don’t ever do it. So, this was the idea, to make this clock 
as a monument to the idea of thinking about the distant 
future. And we’ve nearly finished. The first one, it’s in 
Texas (wouldn’t you know it). It’s 580 feet high and it’s in 
a mountain and it will begin running in about 2 years’ 
time. It has chimes. It has ten bells, because I worked out 
that if you had ten bells in 10,000 years, you could have  
a different bell combination every day. It’s almost exactly 
10,000 years’ worth of days. I made a little recording 
about that a few years ago. So, anyway that’s the idea, 
just to put in people’s minds that somebody is thinking 
that far in the future. It’s kind of an invitation: “why 
don’t you, as well?” I was always very encouraged, and 
still am, by the fact that in London you can buy a flat, 
which has a lease of 999 years on it! I always think that’s 
so fantastic, that somebody thinks we are still going to 
be here in that time! 

[ A U D I E N C E  L A U G H S ]

BE: Hello.

Q: I’m a Frenchman from the bottom of the… 

BE: There are things below the French! 

[ A U D I E N C E  L A U G H S ]
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Q: I watched a lecture years ago in Russian and you 
presented a notion about music: that when you record  
it, it makes it something else, not like music. I wanted  
to know if you had thought about it since then?

BE: Yes. That’s a very good question. I had made the 
point in that talk, that, when we go to the cinema, we 
know we are seeing a different medium than when we 
are going to the theatre. We don’t have any problem  
with the confusion of those. We call them different 
things. Cinema is obviously a whole set of different skills 
and values and everything, but we call music, all of it,  
by the same name, and that doesn’t really make sense to 
me. There’s as little resemblance between modern studio-
made, studio-built music and what Mozart was doing,  
as there is between, you know, animated videos and oil 
paintings. They’re very different arts. I wanted to come 
up with a name and the best one I have so far is, 
“animated sound”. But I never use it, because nobody 
knows what it means, so I would have to start explaining 
it all. But, yeah, it does need a new word. And, in fact,  
I think all the arts might soon need new names, because 
they are changing so quickly and fracturing into so 
many other things. We don’t really have a name for this 
thing that I’m vaguely alluding to, which is the nature of 
huge, million-people-made artworks. Maybe Instagram 
is the beginning of that. I don’t know. I hope it is not,  
but it could be. 

Q: I was on the Amazon website the other night.  
I was rather surprised to discover they were running  
a competition to win a set of Oblique Strategies cards.  
I must say it gave me a bit of a giggle. And I was just 
wondering about your thoughts on how you came to  
be in that sort of situation yourself? 

[ L A U G H S ]

BE: I didn’t know about that competition. 

Q: Ok. I assumed they’d be in touch, because they  
said they had a unique card design by you for the 
competition… 

BE: Really? That’s just bullshit! That’s very interesting.  
If I can find a hotel room with Wi-Fi I will check that  
out. But no, I don’t know anything about that, but I do 
have one nice story… A young guy from New York just 
sent me his own version of Oblique Strategies, which are 
called Grotesque Tables II. So, what he did is he took all 
the Oblique Strategies and turned them into an anagram, 
including the name Oblique Strategies from which he  
gets Grotesque Tables II. And I thought, “What a brilliant 
idea!”. The results are completely nutty. They say things 
like, “fat hen kick?” 

[ L A U G H S ]

BE: They are much more difficult to use and, in fact, 
much more inspiring, in a way, than the original cards. 

OK, so shall we finish there? I think we should. 
Thank you. 

[ A P P L A U S E ]
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3 figures 
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figure 1

Drawing, 2017

© Brian Eno

figureS 2 - 5

Drawings, 2017

© Brian Eno
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figure 6

Screwdrivers, 2017

© Brian Eno

figures 7 & 8

Screwdrivers, 2017

© Brian Eno
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figure 9

Drawing, 2017

© Brian Eno

figure 10

Drawing, 2017

© Brian Eno
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figures 11 - 14

Drawings, 2017

© Brian Eno


