

















irritating successes. “I'm a minimalist at heart.
like short, big ideas,” Eno said. “I asked my
friend when he was publishing it, and he said,
‘Next February” We had a big argument. I said,
Just get the bloody thing out!’”

“Sum”had taken years to find a publisher—
Eagleman began writing it while still in gradu-
ate school—but it quickly found an audience.In
England, it was praised by publications as dispa-
rate as Nature (“rigorous and imaginative”) and
the Observer, where the author Geoff Dyer
called it “stunningly original” and saw in it “the
unaccountable, jaw-dropping quality of genius.”
Eagleman had considered writing under a
pseudonym, thinking that he'd be vilified by sci-
entists and religious readers alike. Instead, both
groups claimed the book for their own. Atheists
like Philip Pullman wrote enthusiastic blurbs,
while the editors of an interfaith Web site
named it one of the best spiritual books of 2009.
At a Unitarian church in Massachusetts, mem-
bers of the congregation took turns reading
chapters from the pulpit.

Eno and Eagleman had struck up an e-mail
correspondence by then, and Eno had suggested
that they collaborate on a staged reading of the
book. The production premiéred at the Sydney
Opera House in June, 2009, with an ambient
score by Eno. (A full-fledged operatic version,
with music by Max Richter, is scheduled to be
produced by the Royal Opera House, in Lon-
don, in 2012.) It was while they were there that
Eno told Eagleman the story that inspired the
drumming study.

“I'was working with Larry Mullen, Jr., on one
of the U2 albums,” Eno told me. “/All That You
Don'’t Leave Behind,” or whatever it’s called.”
Mullen was playing drums over a recording of
the band and a click track—a computer-gener-
ated beat that was meant to keep all the over-
dubbed parts in synch. In this case, however,
Mullen thought that the click track was slightly
off: it was a fraction of a beat behind the rest of
the band. “I said, ‘No, that can't be so, Larry,’”
Eno recalled. ““We've all worked to that track, so
it must be right.” But he said, ‘Sorry, I just can’t
play to it.””

Eno eventually adjusted the click to Mullen’s
satisfaction, but he was just humoring him. It
was only later, after the drummer had left, that
Eno checked the original track again and real-
ized that Mullen was right: the click was off by
six milliseconds. “The thing is,” Eno told me,
“when we were adjusting it I once had it two
milliseconds to the wrong side of the beat, and
he said, ‘No, you've got to come back a bit.’

Which I think is absolutely staggering.”

E agleman arrived at Eno’s studio late the
next morning, carrying a pair of laptops
and a wireless EEG monitor. “This thing is so
cool!” he said, pulling the latter from its foam-
cushioned case. “They did the full T.S.A. search

on me at the airport.” He clamped the EEG on
his head—it looked like a giant tarantula
perched there—then watched as sixteen waver-
ing lines appeared onscreen, in candy-stripe col-
ors. Each line represented the electrical activity
at a different point in his brain. The drummers
would wear this while taking a set of four tests,
Eagleman explained. The tests were like simple
video games, designed by his lab to measure
different forms of timing: keeping a steady beat,
comparing the lengths of two tones, synchroniz-
ing a beat to an image, and comparing visual or
audible rhythms to one another. “The EEG can
pick up twenty-thousandths of a second,” he
said. “Brain activity doesn't even go that fast, so
we’re oversampling by a lot. But why not?”

While Eagleman set up testing areas in two
rooms, Eno bustled around the studio tidying
up, talking to his cats, and brewing tea. The sta-
ble had been converted into an airy, skylit space
with a circular staircase that led to the former
hayloft, now filled with computer workstations.
'The back corner was flanked by a pair of enor-
mous monochords: single-stringed electric in-
struments of Eno’s design, made of railroad ties.
Eno was clean-shaven and dressed all in black.
He had a round, impish face and rectangular
glasses with a pixellated pattern punched along
the temples.

“Drummers are very hard to control,” he said,
stuffing some Christmas cards into their enve-
lopes. “I didn't hear anything for days. Then sud-
denly everybody decided to come, and to bring
their friends. So we may have a flood of drum-
mers. Or we may have no one at all.” He was a
little worried that theyd get hungry or bored.
(“They’re probably more likely to come if there’s
a sort of ‘scene’going on,” hed written Eagleman
a few weeks earlier.) So he sent an assistant to
buy pastries and mixed nuts, and brought out
“various entertainments” for the drummers to
play with, including a drum synthesizer.

“The more competitive they feel about this,
the better,” Eagleman said. “A big part of it is
making sure they pay attention.”

“That will be hard,” Eno replied.

The first subject wandered in at around
noon—a scrufly, swivel-hipped young redhead
named Daniel Maiden-Wood, who played
drums for the singer Anna Calvi. By midafter-
noon, the place was full. Larry Mullen, Jr., was
on tour in Australia, but the makings of a re-
markable rhythm section were sprawled on
Eno’s sofas and chairs. Among them were jazz
musicians, Afro-Cuban percussionists, and the
drummer for Razorlight, a British band with a
pair of multi-platinum albums. Will Champion,
of Coldplay, came in looking like a lumberjack
whod taken a wrong turn. (When he removed
his yarn cap to reveal a large bullet head, Eagle-
man said it was perfect for the EEG.) Cham-
pion had worked with Eno on “Viva la Vida,”
the 2008 album that topped both the British

and the American charts, solidifying Coldplay’s
standing as the world’s best-selling rock group.
“He’s like a human metronome,” Eno said. “If
you say to him, ‘What is seventy-eight beats per
minute?, he will go tap, tap, tap. And he’s dead
on.

The friendly rivalry that Eagleman had
imagined among players never quite material-
ized. (He might have had better luck with a
roomful of lead singers.) Instead, they told
drummer jokes. How do you know when there’s
a drummer at your door? The knocking gets
faster and faster. Had we heard about the drum-
mer who tried to commit suicide? He threw
himself behind a train. Eno had been recording
drum parts most of his life, but he claimed to be
rhythmically challenged. “I suffer from what my
friend Leo Abrahams calls the honky offset—
the tendency of white players to be early on the
beat,” he said. “It’s eleven milliseconds. If you
delay the recording by that much, it sounds
much better.”

Nevertheless, as pairs of drummers shuffled
back and forth from the testing stations, a cer-
tain wounded professional pride was in evi-
dence. The players had no trouble comparing a
tone or keeping a steady beat, but the visual-
timing tests were giving them fits. Eagleman
had promised that the results would be kept
anonymous, but he'd programmed each battery
of tests to end with a cheeky evaluation: “You're
a rock star,” for those who scored in the top
twenty-five per cent; “Ready for the big time,”
for the second quartile; “Ready for open-mike
night,”for those in the next group; and “Go back
to band camp,” for the bottom quarter. No one
wanted to go to band camp.

A drummer’s timing is a physical thing, they
agreed, like dancing. Tapping a rhythm on a
trackpad robs it of all sense of movement or
muscle memory. Yet many of them played to
click tracks even onstage, and their sense of
tempo had been conditioned and codified by
years in the studio. Hip-hop was eighty or
ninety beats per minute, they said, Afrobeat
around a hundred and ten. Disco stuck so insis-
tently to a hundred and twenty that you could
run the songs one after another without missing
a beat. “There wasn't a fraction of deviance,” Eno
said. In the heat of a performance, drummers
sometimes rushed the beat or hung back a little,
to suit the mood. But as click tracks became
more common such deviations had to be re-cre-
ated artificially. To Champion’s amusement,
Coldplay had lately taken to programming elab-
orate “tempo maps’ for its live shows, with click
tracks designed to speed up or slow down dur-
ing a song. “It re-creates the excitement of a
track that’s not so rigid,” Champion said.

When it was his turn to take Eagleman’s test,
Champion spent nearly twice as long at the
computer as the others—his competitive spirit
roused at last. He needn’t have worried.



Eagleman’s results later showed a “huge statisti-
cal difference,” as he put it, between the drum-
mers timing and that of the random control sub-
jects hed tested back in Houston. When asked
to keep a steady beat, for instance, the controls
wavered by an average of thirty-five milliseconds;
the best drummer was off by less than ten. Eno
was right: drummers do have different brains
from the rest. “They kicked ass over the controls,”
Eagleman said. His next task would be to use the
EEG data to locate the most active areas of the
drummers’ brains, then target them with bursts
of magnetic stimulation to see if he could disrupt
their timing. “Now that we know that there is
something anatomically different about them,”
he said, “we want to see if we can mess it up.”

Whether they'd want to participate again
was another matter. Champion, for one, looked
a little punch-drunk after his test. “It’s hard not
to feel like it’s a sort of personal evaluation,” he
said, as he was putting on his coat. “Hopefully, it
will be useful for some larger purpose. But you
still want to feel like youre up to snuft.” He
shrugged. “Luckily, it told me that I should be a
rock star. So it’s nice to know that zhar wasn’t
wasted.”

t was close to midnight when Eagleman and

I finally left Eno’s studio, the laptops and the
EEG tucked under our arms. The streets felt
muffled and close beneath the starless sky; the
sidewalks were slick with snow. Walking back to
our hotel, I thought of the countless sensory sig-
nals careering around me: the glimmer of street
lamps off pub windows, the rumble of tube
trains underground, the scent of wood smoke
and spilled beer, and the curve of cobblestones
beneath my feet. From billions of such frag-
ments my brain had pieced together this simple

story—a winter’s night in Notting Hill—and I
was happy to have it.

What would it be like to have a drummer’s
timing? I wondered. Would you hear the hidden
rhythms of everyday life, the syncopations of the
street? When I asked the players at Eno’s studio
this, they seemed to find their ability as much an
annoyance as a gift. Like perfect pitch, which
dooms the possessor to hear every false note and
flat car horn, perfect timing may just make a
drummer more sensitive to the world’s arrhyth-
mias and repeated patterns, Eagleman said—to
the flicker of computer screens and fluorescent
lights. Reality, stripped of an extra beat in which
the brain orchestrates its signals, isn't necessar-
ily a livelier place. It’s just filled with badly
dubbed television shows.

“We’re stuck in time like fish in water,” Ea-
gleman said, oblivious of its currents until a bub-
ble floats by. It’s usually best that way. He had
spent the past ten years peering at the world
through such gaps in our perception, he said.
“But sometimes you get so far down deep into
reality that you want to pull back. Sometimes, in
a great while, I'll think, What if T find out that
this is all an illusion?” He felt this most keenly
with his schizophrenic subjects, who tended to
do poorly on timing tests. The voices in their
heads, he suspected, were no different from any-
one else’s internal monologues; their brains just
processed them a little out of sequence, so that
the thoughts seemed to belong to someone else.
“All it takes is this tiny tweak in the brain, this
tiny change in perception,” he said, “and what
you see as real isn't real to anyone else.”

Eagleman was brought up as a secular Jew
and became an atheist in his teens. Lately,
though, he'd taken to calling himself a Possibil-

ian—a denomination of his own invention.

Science had taught him to be skeptical of cos-
mic certainties, he told me. From the unfath-
omed complexity of brain tissue—"essentially an
alien computational material’—to the mystery
of dark matter, we know too little about our own
minds and the universe around us to insist on
strict atheism, he said. “And we know far too
much to commit to a particular religious story.”
Why not revel in the alternatives? Why not
imagine ourselves, as he did in “Sum,” as bits of
networked hardware in a cosmic program, or as
particles of some celestial organism, or any of a
thousand other possibilities, and then test those
ideas against the available evidence? “Part of the
scientific temperament is this tolerance for
holding multiple hypotheses in mind at the
same time,” he said. “As Voltaire said, uncer-
tainty is an uncomfortable position. But cer-
tainty is an absurd one.”

A garden-variety agnostic might have left it
at that. But Eagleman, as usual, took things a
step further. Two years ago, in an interview on a
radio show, he declared himself the founder of a
new movement. Possibilianism had a member-
ship of one, he said, but he hoped to attract
more. “I'm not saying here is the answer,” he told
me. “T'm just celebrating the vastness of our ig-
norance.” The announcement was only half se-
rious, so Eagleman was shocked to find, when
he came home from his lab later that night, that
his e-mail in-box was filled, once again, with
messages from listeners. “You know what?” most
of them said. “I'm a Possibilian, too!” The move-
ment has since drawn press from as far away as
India and Uganda. At last count, close to a thou-
sand Facebook members had switched their re-
ligious affiliation to Possibilianism.

Francis Crick, the patron saint of intellectual
long shots, might have approved.
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