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Master of Ceremonies in the Cyber Salon 
 
By Andrea Köhler 11.3.2017 
___ 
 
For more than half a century John Brockman has been inspiring artists and scientists to ask innovative 
questions. His website Edge.org has established itself as a forum for forward-looking ideas.  
 
What is a "cultural impresario"? The expression is 
frequently used to describe John Brockman, as is the 
curious term "intellectual enzyme." The latter was 
created by a friend of Brockman—probably to signify 
that he is not quite what he seems to be: a shrewd 
book agent, feared by publishers for his capacity to 
negotiate amazingly profitable contracts for his 
clients. After all, he got acquainted with the trade in 
the banking sector. 
 
What makes Brockman a "major player" in cultural 
matters is not, of course, his involvement in the book 
business—although his bright, minimalist-style 
offices with a view of the Empire State Building 
prove without a doubt that his agency gives him 
financial leeway. He uses it to pursue his passion, the 
"third culture"; but more on that later. 
 
In Warhol's "Factory" 
 
To understand the term “intellectual enzyme” 
correctly, one has to go back a couple of decades, to 
the time when 23-year-old John Brockman pursued 
his financial business during the day and at night dived into the fermenting New York art scene 
of the Sixties. Together with Sam Shepard and Charlie Mingus Jr. the banker stacked chairs at 



 2 

the legendary Theatre Genesis at St. Marks in the Bowery. Then he met with Robert 
Rauschenberg, Claes Oldenburg or Dalí at the "Cedar Tavern," and ended up in Andy 
Warhol's Factory. "It was a period of incredible creativity," says Brockman. "I practically flew 
through the streets." 
 

"The world of money, says Brockman, 
never really interested him. 

'My interests were always strictly cultural.'" 
 

One day when Brockman was in Central Park playing his banjo, the avant-garde director Jonas 
Mekas followed him around filming him—then he offered the banjo player an attractive job. 
Brockman was to organize a festival. The “New Cinema I” Festival (aka “Expanded Cinema”) in 
which artists, composers, dancers and avant-garde filmmakers transcended the borders of 
traditional genres became a mega-hit. "A kind of event of a lifetime,"—the first of several more 
Brockman was to call into being. 
 
"The art scene," he says, "was on the cybernetics trip at the time; they were all studying the 
mathematical theory of communication." He even underwent a special initiation into the subject 
when the composer John Cage handed a book to him during one of his legendary "Mushroom 
Dinners.” Brockman eagerly devoured Norbert Wiener’s Cybernetics, Control and 
Communication in Living Beings and Machines. Cage never talked to him again. A mutual 
friend explained: "Cage is a Zen master. You no longer need him." The book, Brockman says, 
still has a special place in his living room library. 

 
It was the age of psychedelic counterculture, of Albert Hofmann and Timothy Leary. Brockman 
himself avoided drugs. Even Cage's mushroom dishes were of a purely culinary and highly 
intellectual nature; among the ideas explored at length was Marshall McLuhan’s notion of "the 
collective conscious." The world of money, says Brockman, never really interested him. "My 
interests were always strictly cultural." 
 
The golden bridge 
 
Nevertheless, Brockman, who comes from a modest background himself, successfully brought 
together the world of money and the culture. In the Nixon era, when the Republicans started to 
withdraw government funding for the arts, Brockman was something like a golden bridge 
between donors and his starving artist friends. "I dressed like a banker, so they trusted me with 
the money." This role as well as his organizational talents and the ability to get in touch with the 
right people gave him the reputation of "cultural impresario." But what does that mean? "I am 
the one who stands at the back of the hall and turns the lights on and off." 
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This metaphor of course can be read ambiguously; false modesty, anyway, is not Brockman’s 
thing. Portraits of himself—with his hat slanted over his face, he looks like Humphrey Bogart in 
his mature years—are, along with two large-format digital floral images by his wife Katinka 
Matson, the only wall decoration in the office. Brockman and Matson have been married for 
decades and jointly manage Brockman, Inc. Their son Max is CEO of the company. Brockman 
still seems to be proud of his conquest of the "Ice Queen" who had been courted in vain by many 
of his friends; and his engaging manner in recounting the story of their Amour fou makes it easy 
to imagine that Brockman wins friends effortlessly. 
 

"The impulse to reinvent himself over and over is Brockman's life 
motto." 

 
Brockman, then 23 years old, also owed his first book contract to his future wife, the daughter of 
the most famous literary agent in New York at that time. The tract that he wrote at the time—
By The Late John Brockman—is an autobiographical-cybernetic curiosity, clearly inspired by 
Marshal McLuhan and Norbert Wiener. The text, not an easy read, received rather mixed 
reactions; some praised it as "ingenious," others denounced it, "a frightening book without sense 
and reason." Maybe it is both. 
 
Since then Brockman has been primarily an editor. "The most important things I’ve 
accomplished, I did in my twenties”, he says, pointing out that Goethe and Alan Turing too had 
reached the zenith of their abilities at a young age. This not quite humble comparison (and the 
fact of Goethe’s considerable output in old age) notwithstanding: the impulse to reinvent himself 
over and over is Brockman's approach to life. This also applies to his cyber portal Edge.org, 
which he has been running with gusto for more than thirty years. And this now leads us to the 
"third culture." 
 
An exquisite forum 
 
Born out of the impulse to close the gap between the "two cultures" of the humanities and the 
natural sciences—a phenomenon to which the physicist and novelist CP Snow hat pointed 
already in the sixties, Edge.org has established itself as an exquisite forum for the empirical 
sciences. Here you can find the crème de la crème of natural and social sciences and research: the 
evolutionary biologists Richard Dawkins and Steven Pinker, the psychologist Daniel Kahneman, 
the neuroscientist Eric R. Kandel, as well as the genome expert Craig Venter, the ethnologist 
Helen Fisher and Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak. 
 
The suspicion that Brockman is using the non-profit Internet platform to market his own 
authors is disproved by the sheer limitation of its public. Edge.org is a scientists’ page for 
scientists, and—unlike the New Yorker, the New York Review of Books, and the New York 
Times Book Review, which Brockman mentions with a slight snort—it is hardly suitable for 
launching bestsellers. 
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The eminence of the three "with the big N" seems to be a thorn in his side—he believes these 
publications embody the arrogance of the humanities toward natural sciences. "The word 
‘intellectual’ was hijacked by people who review books and equate intellectual life with literature," 
he says. This aversion to the "traditional intellectual elite," which is also cultivated on Edge and 
may well be mutual, certainly does not help to close the gap which the "third culture" sought to 
overcome. 
 

"The longer you talk to Brockman, the more the metaphor of the 
'intellectual enzyme' begins to shine."  

 
Actually, there has been quite a rapprochement between the "two cultures" of the humanities on 
the one hand and the natural sciences and technology on the other; and it is fairly safe to say that 
the supremacy of empirical sciences postulated by Brockman is already fact. Neurology, genetics, 
evolutionary biology and computer technology provide the public discourse with answers to 
many philosophical issues, whereas the humanities are more and more on the defensive.  
 
Confusion and contradiction 
 
In some respects, Edge is a follow-up to the "Reality Club" called into being by the performance 
artist James Lee Byars in the 1980s, where thinkers like Betty Friedan, the physicist Freeman 
Dyson, the political activist Abbie Hoffman and the actor Dennis Hopper gathered to ask each 
other the questions they were asking themselves. Byars’ original idea of his “World Question 
Center” was to bring together the hundred most brilliant minds in the world in a single room. 
The plan failed because seventy of the invitees declined. Then along came the man who is known 
for not accepting a “no.” 
 
In fact, the longer you talk to Brockman, the more the metaphor of the "intellectual enzyme" 
begins to shine. Not only does his penchant for the "wild life," lend credibility to his visionary 
impulses, so does his aversion towards everything that smells of the prefabricated. This 
independence of mind also made it possible for him to reconcile his friendships with Black 
Panther leader Huey P. Newton to his contacts to the White House; his relationship to Velvet 
Underground with his connections to people in the moneyed aristocracy; or his acquaintance 
with Rupert Murdoch with old Ivy League friendships. He claims that "awkwardness, confusion 
and contradiction" are his "three best friends." If this is more than a bon mot, he has come a long 
way with them. ■ 
_____ 
 
First published in German by Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Samstag, 11. März 2017. 
 


