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HERBERT BRÜN was born in Berlin in 1918 and left
Germany in 1936 for Palestine, where he studied pi-
ano and composition at the Jerusalem Conservatory
and then with Stefan Wolpe, Eli Friedman, and Frank
Pelleg. While in Palestine he also worked as a jazz pi-
anist. In 1948 he received a scholarship to further his
studies at Tanglewood and Columbia University.

From 1955–61, in addition to composing, he conducted
research concerning electro-acoustics with regard to
possibilities for musical composition in Paris, Cologne,
and Munich. During this period he also worked as
composer and conductor of music for the theater, gave
lectures and seminars emphasizing the function of mu-
sic in society, and did a series of broadcasts on contem-
porary music. After a lecture tour of the United States
in 1962, he was invited by Lejaren Hiller to join the
University of Illinois Center for Advanced Computa-
tion for 1963–64, at the conclusion of which he was
asked to stay on as a member of the faculty. In the late
60s, he took over from Hiller a Seminar for Experimen-
tal Music, a bi-weekly meeting of composers, artists,
and students, which continued for over 30 years.

From 1968–74, he co-taught courses at the Biological
Computer Lab with Heinz von Foerster (Professor of
Electrical Engineering, Physics, and Biology) on cy-
bernetics, heuristics, composition, cognition, and so-
cial change. In 1974, the members of the class pub-
lished the book The Cybernetics of Cybernetics.

In the late 70s and early 80s, he started the performance
group The Performers’ Workshop Ensemble with Su-
san Parenti, Mark Enslin, Arun Chandra, Mark Sulli-
van, Sam Magrill, Pam Richman, Lesley Olson, and
Sarah Wiseman, then students at the University of Illi-
nois. During the 1980s and 90s, Brün toured with the
group in the United States, and had a six-month res-
idency in Kassel, West Germany. In 1991, Brün and
the Ensemble began a yearly Summer School for De-
signing a Society, which by 1996 became a year-round
school in Urbana, Illinois. He continued to teach and
work with young people at this school and at the U of
I until a few weeks before his death in 2000.

In 1988, the University of Illinois held a week-long
festival For and By Herbert Brün, commemorating his
official retirement from the School of Music and ap-
pointment as Professor Emeritus. This same year, the
College/Conservatory of Music at the University of
Cincinnati invited him for a three-day residency, in-
cluding a series of lectures and a concert of his works.
In 1998, on the occasion of Brün’s 80th birthday, the
University of Illinois held a second festival of seven
concerts. In the fall of 2000, the ThreeTwo festival in
New York City dedicated their concerts to the music of
Brün and his students. In the fall of 2004, the Univer-
sity of Illinois held a four-day festival of the music of
Brün and his students. In 2009, the national conference
of the American Society for Cybernetics was centered
on his work and its consequences.

His awards and honors include an honorary doctor-
ate from the Goethe University, Frankfurt (1999), the
SEAMUS Award for Lifelong Achievement (2000), a
prize from the International Society of Bassists (1977),
and the Norbert Wiener medal from the American So-
ciety for Cybernetics (1993). In 1969, he was Dis-
tinguished Visiting Professor at Ohio State University.
He was one of two participants from the United States
invited by UNESCO to their symposium Music and
Technology (1970). He was Guest Professor invited
jointly by the Hochschule der Kunste and the Techni-
cal University Berlin (1978); Composer in residence
at the University of Maryland, Baltimore (May 1982);
Composer in Residence at the University of Missouri
(Kansas City) (1983); and Guest Composer at the an-
nual convention of the Percussive Arts Society, St.
Louis (1987).

A record album of twelve of his compositions was re-
leased on Non Sequitur in 1983, followed by four CDs
in 1998. Other compositions of his are available on the
Opus One, CRI, and University of Illinois Experimen-
tal Music Studios labels. A book of his essays When
Music Resists Meaning was published in 2004 by Wes-
leyan University Press.

Brün’s web site is at http://www.herbertbrun.org .


