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      In a roomful of shouting people, the one who whispers becomes interesting.

      Peter Schmidt, collaborator with Eno on the ‘Oblique Strategies’ set of cards.

      

      It was 1972 and my sister Julie, five years older than me, was an avid viewer of Top of the Pops. It was the only 30 minutes of the week that my parents vacated the TV room. We could sing and dance around the room without having to put up with the disapproving looks of my mother and father. We already had different tastes in music; my sister mainly liked the soul artists that performed but I was already a big fan of The Sweet and liked David Bowie. On that particular edition, the band Roxy Music made their first TOTP appearance playing their latest 7-inch, ‘Virginia Plain’. I stared at the screen. The musicians looked like they had been beamed down from another planet, wore lots of make-up, dressed wildly and the music was so strange to my young ears. Every now and then, the camera would pan to an alien-looking figure adorned in make-up and playing his keyboard, wearing a pair of brightly coloured gold gloves; I was transfixed.

      That alien was Brian Peter George St John Le Baptiste de la Salle Eno (born 1948) a man who traversed most of the 1970s being referred to just as Eno, and helped transform rock into something more like an art exhibition, pulling into his orbit such diverse people as painters, filmmakers and avant-garde composers, introducing the world to ‘ambient music’ along the way.

      In dealing with Eno during the seventies, a few things need to be addressed first. Number one is that Eno didn’t start his recording career with Roxy Music until 1972. So, my first chapter discussing the initial two years of the decade will look at the formation of Roxy before I proceed to then talk about his recorded output from 1972 onwards.

      The second is that Eno, from 1973, worked with a considerable number of artists. This was mainly as a producer, but occasionally, as on the Genesis album, The Lamb Lies Down On Broadway, where he added synthesizer or other instruments to tracks.

      I will be mentioning some of these albums, but the main focus of the book are albums that Eno either wrote himself or had a larger part in the collaboration of the project, including writing credits and performance. Also, during this period, Eno formed the Obscure label, where he produced such artists as Gavin Bryars, Michael Nyman and The Penguin Café Orchestra. Again, I will mention these records but will not be discussing in any detail as it would take a book twice this length to cover all these releases. The same has to be said of his production duties with Ultravox! and Talking Heads, to name but two of the artists Eno produced during this period of time.

      Eno’s output was quite dilettante during this period and he moved swiftly from glam rock to funk to progressive rock to Krautrock to ambient, as well as soundtrack work that he undertook. You see that he evolved as a musician and as an artist as he explored all the different possibilities that he can could get away with his record company. He pushed boundaries of what rock music was, even though the musicians he got to work on these pieces came from either pub rock bands, jazz and progressive rock, with the occasional experimental musician thrown in for good measure.

      During the 1970s Eno set out his stall of wares that pretty much has served him for the rest of his career so far. As a self-confessed ‘non-musician’ his work from the period has been a major influence on many other artists over the years. I will discuss his work track by track, including the potential meaning behind some of the lyrics; something Eno was always loath to do during this point in his career. This will include his last vocal recordings made during the 1970s (and for quite a few years after) that take place on the two albums he makes with the German band Cluster.

      It’s strange to think now that seeing that ‘alien’ on TV 50 years ago would lead to a lifelong interest in the man and his work and, ultimately, this book.

      All releases are on Island Records/Polydor Records unless stated.
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      There is a certain amount of truth in saying that Eno stumbled into his musical career. It is at Ipswich College, studying art in the 1960s, that Eno truly discovered himself. He studied art under controversial maverick educator Roy Ascott who introduced a different way of looking at art, especially devouring the more experimental aspects of it, including the ‘mind map’ technique that Eno has used throughout his entire career. But it is through his lecturer Tom Phillips that Eno discovered avant-garde classical music, in particular the work of John Cage, who had inadvertently invented ambient music in a piece of piano music called ‘In A Landscape’ written in the year of Eno’s birth (1948). It was mainly the American minimalist movement of composers such as Terry Riley and La Monte Young that initially got Eno interested in creating music. This and his meeting with the British teacher in experimental composition, Cornelius Cardew. It was at this point that Eno began to collect old reel-to-reel tape recorders and then slowly pieced together experimental musique concrète. David Sheppard described his first tape compositions in his 2008 book On Some Faraway Beach: The Life And Times Of Brian Eno:

      

      His first recorded ‘piece’ was the sound of a pen striking the hood of a large anglepoise lamp, multi-tracked at different speeds to form a shimmering, bell-like cloud of tones, over which a friend read a poem. Its hazy reverberations, Eno told me, ‘sounded very similar to the music I make now’.

      

      In 1966 Eno entered Winchester School of Art and it is here that he slowly transformed himself into the person who bursts onto the music scene with Roxy Music. It is here that Eno began to slowly discard more traditional forms of painting in favour of sound painting using his collection of tape recorders.

      It was also during this period that Eno discovered the New York band The Velvet Underground, who would have a profound influence on his rock career throughout the seventies. At this point, Eno became a performer with the Scratch Orchestra, mainly focusing on works by La Monte Young. Later he started to perform solo concerts with renditions of his own compositions of his manipulated tape pieces as well as piano works by Toru Takemitsu. It was at one of these concerts at Reading University in 1968 that Eno made the acquaintance of Andy Mackay and the pair struck up a friendship, even forming a mostly theoretical band called Brian Iron and The Crowbars. But it was Eno’s next band that set him firmly on a course for blending rock music with the avant-garde, with fellow Winchester student Anthony Grafton on guitar and Eno on vocals and signal generator. They mixed blues and Stockhausen electronics and called themselves Maxwell Demon (inspired by Eno, Maxwell Demon was the name given to the character in Todd Haynes’ 1998 film about glam rock called Velvet Goldmine. The soundtrack also featured songs by Eno). It was also at this point that Eno invested in his first electric guitar called a Starway, which cost him nine pounds and he would use it on a vast number of his recordings during the seventies.

      In June 1969, Eno graduated from Winchester with a fine art diploma and a major interest in both modern classical and rock music. Rather than take on the guise of most avant-garde composers, Eno’s dress sense became more and more flamboyant, releasing his inner peacock to the world and starting a transformation that would reach its peak in 1973. Eno then relocated to London to indulge in the bohemian lifestyle that was flooding out of the city in 1969. It was a time of experimental rock where Pink Floyd had performed a live soundtrack to the moon landings that summer and radical new bands had emerged from the Ladbroke Grove area, some like Quintessence mixing Western rock with Eastern music and philosophy. It was also the year that Beckenham-based David Bowie scored his first hit single with ‘Space Oddity’. Brian scraped a living by being involved with several art ventures and living in one room in a shared house in Grove Park. It was while living here that he began to pick up discarded instruments and electrical goods, including a PA system that once belonged to the cinema advert company Pearl & Dean. It was also during this time that Eno claimed that he starred in pornographic films to make ends meet, although none of these performances have ever come to light.

      In 1970 Eno had another musical epiphany when he attended a Philip Glass concert at The Royal College of Art. Glass’s repetitive and sombre arpeggiations were a bolt from the blue for Eno and he would later find a way of referencing them in his own music. But Eno was already finding his feet on the classical music stage by performing with Gavin Bryars’ Portsmouth Sinfonia, a collection of non-musicians who attempted to play well-known classical standards such as the William Tell Overture and, for the most part, failed miserably to achieve this. Eno was playing oboe, an instrument he had never touched before and stood out among the other members of the orchestra with his feminine and dandy appearance giving him a rather androgenous look among the more staid-looking members. Among the other members of the orchestra were Michael Nyman and Simon Fisher Turner.

      Eno was still an enthusiastic dilettante and an amateur performer in music at this point until one fateful day, while waiting for a Bakerloo train at Elephant and Castle, he ended up sitting on the train opposite his old friend Andy Mackay. Mackay asked Eno if he ‘still had some tape recorders’ as he was in a band and they wanted to get some proper demos made. He replied that he did and was willing to record the band, and this is how he entered the world of Bryan Ferry and what was to become known as Roxy Music.

      Mackay then told Ferry about his friend with the sci-fi surname and Ferry was so intrigued by Eno’s CV within avant-garde music that he invited Eno to his flat to record some of the songs he had written. In early 1971 Eno joined Ferry, Mackay and bass player Graham Simpson to record Ferry’s embryonic songs. Eno was impressed with Ferry’s songs and felt that he had found something truly original, especially when Mackay’s saxophone entered the situation. Mackay was also the owner of a VCS3 synthesizer that also piqued Eno’s interest. Mackay had barely touched the instrument, but it would become the thing that Eno would be renowned for in the seventies. Mackay encouraged Eno to take the instrument home with him to explore it further. He plugged it through his PA and then fed it into his tape recorders, where he wobbled and manipulated the sounds that the synthesizer generated; finally the self-professed non-musician had found the tool he could work with within a rock band set-up.

      Eno began soundproofing a large second-floor landing at Grove Park, where he set up his PA. This gave the band their first rehearsal space where they could begin to play using a louder volume. It was lucky that his housemates were tolerant of the noises being made by the band. It was here that the band started to audition for drummers and after a few non-starters, they finally found Paul Thompson after Ferry placed an ad in the Melody Maker for: ‘Wonder drummer required for avant rock group’. All they needed next was the right guitarist. Eno managed to capture on tape some of the first rehearsals with Thompson as the songs began to sound stronger and stronger as new arrangements of Ferry’s material took shape. Ferry touted some of these demos around to the music publishers in London’s Tin Pan Alley in the vicinity of Denmark Street, but he got turned down by most of them and was told that the songs were just ‘too weird’. In truth, bands like Roxy would normally garner interest from playing the live circuit up and down the country, but at this point, the band were far from ready to embark upon playing in front of an audience.

      The band continued to rehearse three or four times a week and slowly, his proficiency with the VCS3 improved and his role in the group slowly changed to being a ‘sound manipulator’ as he began to feed various instruments and even Ferry’s voice through the synthesizer. By the time the band started doing live performances, Eno’s set-up was his VCS3, two Revox reel-to-reel tape machines, a Ferrograph tape recorder, a control keyboard and a customised echo unit; there was a touch of Heath Robinson in regard to the set-up which all added to its strangeness by Eno’s unique sartorial style.

      It was at this time that Ferry enlisted ex-Nice guitarist David O’List to the ranks of Roxy, and with O’List’s name added to the line-up, Roxy suddenly started to become a newsworthy act within the music press. O’List soon set about streamlining Roxy’s song arrangements and even got the band to rehearse some of his songs. Although his tenure in the band was short-lived, O’List features on a John Peel session from 4 January 1972, which finally had an official release in 2018 on the debut album’s super deluxe box set. In August of 1971, Roxy got their first interview in the Melody Maker paper courtesy of Richard Williams. This interview was conducted solely because Williams had heard a demo tape Ferry had sent, as so far, the band were making headlines but had not yet had an official release or had even played live. Ferry had also sent a demo tape to King Crimson’s EG Management and at this point, they were keen to sign the band, hearing something different in their sound (as a management company, they would become very important to Eno’s post-Roxy career).

      Before the Peel session, the band played a discreet gig at Peel’s Perfumed Garden club in London, supporting Genesis. In his 1998 book Unknown Pleasures Paul Stump quotes engineer Bill Anthony about the session:

      

      Despite the strange lashed-up control room, the band seemed happy with the session. I remember Eno asking us about phasing effects machines. He was really into gadgets, and the only way then to get good flanging or phasing effect was to play back two recordings of the sound you wanted to phase off separate tape recorders and knock one slightly out of phase with the other by rubbing your finger against the flange of the tape reel.

      

      Here we see Eno’s fledgling interest in recording techniques that would engulf him as not only a writer and performer but also as a producer and the person who probably spent more time in a recording studio than at home in the seventies.

      Most of the tracks were songs that would end up on the first album, such as ‘Re-Make/Re-Model’, ‘If There Is Something’ and ‘Sea Breezes’. Like later sessions Eno recorded in May of 1972, Eno’s synth is to the fore even more so than the album versions recorded a couple of months later. Reactions to the broadcast – on 21 January – were very favourable and led to Peel inviting the band back for another session in May of that year.

      Problems were, however, brewing with guitarist O’List’s rather eccentric behaviour and his drug use. Also, his musical style was slowly becoming at odds with Roxy’s new arrangements and Ferry was growing tired of O’List demanding solos in each song. All these things came to a head at an audition concert in Wandsworth for EG Management, where O’List and Thompson had a stand-up fist fight. Thompson said of this in a December 1995 issue of Mojo magazine:

      

      He never wanted me in the band anyway, so a few punches were thrown or not, O’List was retained on sufferance for a short while longer and then, his behaviour and reliability unimproved, he was sacked and Manzanera asked to join officially as guitarist.

      

      Manzanera was at this point, a part-time roadie and was asked to join initially as a sound engineer. When he objected because he said he knew nothing about sound engineering, Ferry said, ‘Don’t worry, Eno’ll show you how.’ In fact, this was a ruse to secretly get Manzanera to play guitar in the band, so he learned all the stuff so that he could play it all first time during his ‘fake’ audition. He was four years younger than the other members of the band, but Eno took him under his wing and helped ease him into the group dynamics.

      It wasn’t all plain sailing at first with EG Management, as they initially wanted Ferry to drop the rest of the band and told him they would make him a star. Ferry, of course, baulked at this idea. One of EG’s bosses, David Enthoven, wasn’t immediately sold on the band but slowly came around and became their greatest ally. He decided to sell Roxy to another young company much like his – Island Records, a label that only a few months earlier had turned down Ferry and his demos. This time Dave Betteridge, Island’s marketing chief, liked what he heard and loved the image that the band was now projecting. The rest of Island’s management were not so convinced, even some calling the demo ‘dreadful’, however, company chairman Chris Blackwell kept quiet about his reaction to the music. The next day Enthoven visited Island’s offices with planned cover artwork for the album designed by Ferry. Blackwell took one look at the artwork and turned to Tim Clark, one of Island’s PR personnel and said eagerly, ‘Got them signed yet?’
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      By early 1972 Eno had graduated from being Roxy’s sound man, standing behind the monitor in venues but filtering instruments through his VCS3, to fully glamorous onstage peacock in front of his keyboard on the opposite side of the stage to Ferry. With Manzanera in the band, the core of Roxy was now complete, and all they had to do was live up to the hype that was being slowly generated about them.

      In 1972, glam rock hit big time, Bowie took the UK by storm with his androgenous Ziggy Stardust and The Sweet pelted out some foot-stomping Top 10 hits that kept the glam kids on the dance floor. Roxy was a strange beast that kind of fitted in between the two but also were something unique on their own.

      They were more art house glamorous than Bowie’s fallen rock star, and Roxy felt almost jet-set with a heavy use of eyeliner. Eno in leopard print and gold gloves with heavy make-up and long hair, looked like he had been lifted from a Weimar-era cabaret performance via the set of Star Trek. All of Roxy’s outrageous style would be on display on the inside gatefold sleeve of their first album, but first, they had to record it.

      Eno discussed the bands ‘glam’ image in an interview with Steve Peacock in Sounds on July 1 1972:

      

      I don’t think we’ll ever have a smooth, coherent image because we’ll always be moving, and there’ll always be rough edges to what we do. There’s an immediate contrast between what we wear too and what we play – something very incongruous about it. I love that, and I don’t think it’s a very bad thing to confuse people.

      

      In March of 1972, the band headed into Command Studios in Piccadilly, London, to begin work on their debut album. All was not plain sailing, though, as the budget to record the band was only £5,000, hardly a king’s ransom to record a whole album even in 1972. Producer Pete Sinfield (recently fired from King Crimson) did it unpaid but for a 1.5 per cent royalty stake if the album was a success; the problem was Sinfield had never produced before. The album would be recorded in a mere 19 days in what was really a run-down old theatre more than a proper recording studio.

      

      Roxy Music (1972)

      Personnel:

      Bryan Ferry: vocals, piano

      Graham Simpson: bass

      Andrew Mackay: oboe, saxophone

      Eno: synthesizer, tapes

      Paul Thompson: drums

      Phil Manzanera: guitar

      All songs written by Bryan Ferry

      Produced by: Pete Sinfield

      Recorded at: Command Studios, London, March 1972

      Released: 16 June 1972

      Highest Chart Position: UK: 10
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