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Many professions have a defined path that, if successfully nav-
igated, assures one of reaching an expected destination. Think 
doctor, lawyer, astrophysicist. Long and daunting paths, per-
haps, but usually the well-delineated routes act as road maps 
and relieve some of the anxiety that comes from the mere act 
of walking them. You know what you need to do in order to 
get where you want to go, and that, in and of itself, is a very 
reassuring concept. But what does one do if there is no map, 
or if there are detours that feel circuitous, stops that feel like 
endings? How one navigates becomes the path. In the case of 
entrepreneurs and inventors, an idea takes hold, never lets go, 
and thus, as some say, paths are made by walking.

Such is the case with George Hearn. The road he took to get 
him to where he is today—head of UDO, inventor, entrepre-
neur, engineer, and designer—is definitely one less traveled, 
much less defined. There has been chaos, roadblocks, and 
plenty of hard to identify trails on his journey. His belief in 
himself is preternatural, and his persistence infuses his un-
flagging drive to see his vision fulfilled for building what he 
thinks a synthesizer should, and more importantly, could be. 

Ellison Wolf: Where are you from originally? 

George Hearn: I grew up in Southampton [UK], but when I 
was eighteen, I moved to Bristol. I think the draw was 90s dance 
music, Trip-hop and all sorts of things. [Bristol was] home of 
many great bands in the 90s. And still great bands now. 

EW: What bands were you into? 

GH: Well, of course Massive Attack, Portishead, Tricky, 
Goldfrapp. Roni Size and Reprazent…a whole trench of big 
artists. 

EW: So you were just really into music? 

GH: I went to go to university, but I messed that right up and 
dropped out after the first year, probably because I was in a band. 

I was making music, and partying and traveling around quite a 
lot. I was making a bit of money as well, and university was the 
last thing on my mind. 

EW: What were you doing with the band? What did you play? 

GH: I played keyboards. Actually, I played the keytar. [laughs]

EW: The truth comes out!

GH: I had an SH-101 with the mod grip that I had taken apart 
and modded so that I could get the different controls to send out 
CV and I could control all of our analog gear. It ran on batteries 
and was an excellent CV/gate controller, so I wasn't actually using 
the sound from the SH-101, but running the CV/gate controls 
out. Weirdly, the button on the end and the bender didn't send 
out any controls so I modified it so that they all came out on this 
loom of jacks, which I had going into a Sequential Circuits Pro 
One and a weird filterbank thing from AKAI. It did look a bit 
ridiculous, but it sounded amazing.

Sam Chittenden: Any plans for an UDO keytar? [Laughter]

GH: Well, I have had this conversation and every time I float it, 
people tell me I'm crazy and will definitely go out of business, 
but I would really love a battery-powered lightweight paraphonic 
binaural keytar synthesizer that you can wear on a strap and rock 
on stage. I would love that. No joke, I would actually love that.

EW: How did you learn how to modify that stuff? Is that what 
you're studying in school?

GH: I was an electronics hobbyist, always pulling things apart. 
When I was about ten years old, the first computers started 
appearing and I got a hold of ZX Spectrum. I don't know if you 
guys know the ZX Spectrum? 

EW: I’ve never heard of it. 

GH: They were some of the first ever widely available home 
computers, by a guy called Clive Sinclair. They had rubber 
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buttons, 28 kilobytes of memory, and had a built in BASIC 
interpreter. You basically loaded your programs off of a home 
tape recorder, pressed play on your tape and plugged them 
into your telly. I started pulling apart the Spectrums after they 
stopped working. I had a Maplins 10-in-1 electronics kit, where 
you bend over the little levers and springs to tuck the resistor legs 
in, and my dad worked at the university and had various bits of 
equipment lying around so I really got into electronics like that, 
but I did study electronics A level and I started doing Electronic 
Engineering in Bristol when I moved there. I spent quite a few 
years just tinkering and developing synthesizer ideas. I always 
knew that's what I wanted to do and that's why I went to do 
electronics at University, but I was impatient and wasn't mentally 
ready. My ambition did not meet with my abilities or my self-
discipline. My head was just not there and I knew I was going to 
make a mess of it. I desperately wanted to do it, but I was much 
less ready than I thought and so I was pissed off by University. 
I was like, “They're not teaching me what I want to know.” I 
eventually did go back as a mature student when I was twenty-
two and studied Electronic Engineering at Bristol University, 
which is an old-school red brick university, but it was a long 
journey getting there. I did very well at University and graduated 
when I was twenty-seven. All through that time I was developing 
technology for instruments. I think since I was seventeen years 
old I’d known that this is what I wanted to do, to build these kind 
of instruments, and in a roundabout fashion, I've been working 
to get that there for probably around twenty years now. 

EW: Are you specifically talking about the UDO Super 6? 

GH: Yeah. That’s twenty years in the making. 

EW: Wow. That’s a lot of time. What was the trajectory of those 
twenty years? 

GH: Basically, when I first got into producing music, I had a 
Roland JP8000. It made some great music, but that was my 

first instrument. [The jobs] I had to do to get the money to buy 
that secondhand instrument... I left school at sixteen and was 
basically just working. I worked in an industrial cleaning firm, 
cleaning around and underneath industrial machinery because I 
was small. I worked on a landfill site picking up litter, which was 
the shittiest job you can imagine, but I scraped [enough] money 
together to get this JPA8000. A little while later I also bought a 
rack sampler. I remember the day I took it home I started playing 
on it, and just straight away thought, “There's something not 
quite complete about the sound of this, if only it was the real 
thing...” I knew it even though I didn't really have anything to 
compare it to. I listened to an album called On the Wires of Our 
Nerves from a band I loved called Add N to [X]. That got me 
into electronic music and sound because when I listened to that 
album, the sound that they got, that was the sound I wanted to 
make. That was it, that was what I was trying to do. From there 
I really wanted to make a synth and so when I was eighteen or 
nineteen, just before I left university, I made a two-oscillator 
monosynth based on original SSM chips and a Curtis VCO chip 
with a bird's nest of wires, which sounded really, really good. I 
was just thinking, “What I really want is this in a polyphonic, 
programmable, integratable studio thing,” and it took me years 
and years and years. I had to go and do a university degree and 
have a career in professional electronics before I was eventually 
able to do it. It was a long, long journey of trying to get a job in 
technical things when I didn't have a university degree. It was 
really hard and I just ended up sweeping floors in nightclubs for 
years, long beyond when my friends had graduated uni. I was 
stuck and really frustrated that I couldn’t get anybody to take me 
seriously. In the end, it took a top-class, formal education that I 
put everything into. I got a scholarship to the IET [Institution of 
Engineering and Technology], which is a technical body, and I 
won some prize money for that, and that helped. I got a job in 
electronics and gathered all the kit and experience and then did 
it. There are actually three more large polysynths that look not 
dissimilar to the Super 6; two that never made it. One is an eight-

If I don't do it now, I'm going to spend my life just saying, “I wanted to do that.
I could have done that. What if…"
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voice polysynth that used all discrete [components], including 
the oscillators. No chips at all. Well, op-amps, but no synthesizer 
chips. I licensed that design to Modal for the 008, which is a 
fantastic instrument. 

EW: When you designed the 008, did you design the entire thing 
and then you approached them with this design, like, “Hey, are 
you interested in making this?”

GH: I knew Paula Maddox and then Phillip Taysom of Modal 
came to where I was working. At the time I was working out of 
the company’s lab, sort of moonlighting in there, putting things 
together, and had a bunch of circuits on the desk. They listened 
to it and were like, “Wow! This is amazing!” We collaborated and 
I did the voice architecture of the 008.

EW: That must have been gratifying to have some outside 
enthusiasm for what you were working on after such a long 
journey to get there.

GH: Yes, but in the end it wasn't my instrument and I felt that the 
vision that I had to get something out there was never really fully 
realized. When you've been working so hard to make something, 
it's got to be your thing or nothing. Eventually…finally…twenty 
years after I started the journey to bring something to market did 
the Super 6 come along. 

SC: Did your vision for the Super 6 evolve over that time based 
on what you learned, or did you have that long-term goal that 
you kept pretty similar through those iterations?

GH: What shaped it was what I learned about engineering, 
manufacturing, and what I learned about the commercial 
side of it. I looked at things I'd made in the past [where I’d] 
thought it was something I could never realistically make, sell, 
and distribute reliably, where people couldn’t use, integrate, 
and trust it. I thought I understood the economics of it, but I 
didn't understand anything, really. Sometimes to get your idea 
out you’ve basically got to realize that you exist in a frame, in 
a real physical world with physical constraints, and you have 
to choose a component here or an approach there which might 
not be the one you first went to. With a broader understanding 
of packages and reliability and tolerances and variation, you 
choose a different one and have a better understanding of supply 
chain and manufacturing so you use a different way. You put 

all these bits together and you end up with a product that you 
can actually make and sell. At first you might think, “Don't 
these things compromise the sound? Don't these compromise 
what you've made?” Quite the opposite because if you look at 
all of the instruments, these great characterful instruments of 
the past, very many of them are characterful and great because 
they've had to work within real confines. They've had to think, 
“I gotta make this VCA but these chips are too expensive, so we 
have to do this, we have to do that. We're cutting the number of 
transistors, which has this undesirable characteristic, but because 
of that, we're going to do this or that and that makes that better.” 
So actually making an instrument, thinking about the real world 
that it exists in, actually helps you to come up with something in 
the end which is actually better. I never compromised the sound.

SC: That’s interesting because it's not only the vision that you 
have as creator, but also the time and place where that thing is 
being developed. It shapes it in a way that’s sort of intertwined 
with the end product. 

EW: When you decided it was time to form your own company 
as opposed to licensing your ideas like you did with the 008, did 
you start seeking investment? Do you own UDO? Is it solely your 
company?

GH: I do. Well, most of it. I sold thirteen or so percent of the 
company to some investors that were basically friends and ex-
colleagues. I consider myself an entrepreneur. I think many 
entrepreneurs will have this same story to tell you, that they don't 
start because of some sort of fortuitous row of ducks, where the 
time just became right and the heavens shone a ray of light down 
on a plinth. They started out by either some sort of accident, or 
some sort of friction or something bad that happened in their 
usual professional employee or job that just sort of catapulted 
them into doing it.

EW: Is that what happened to you?

GH: Yes. I spent ten years working for an engineering 
manufacturing firm, who, in the end, I became an important 
part of, but then got effectively managed out because when there 
was a restructuring of senior management, I fell afoul. I'd put 
my heart and soul into it and was forced out. I felt really, really 
crushed by that. I had gained some great experience but all my 
creativity and effort—all that time, those hours, everything I put 

When you've been working so hard to make something, it's got to be your thing 
or nothing.

Left: Udo Super 6
Next  page: UDO testing area, George's workspace.
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into working for these people—I just realized was worthless. I 
made a firm commitment to never be there again. I ended up 
with all this equipment, and I had all this experience of working 
and manufacturing and engineering and I thought, “I've brought 
one synthesizer to market, have done all of these things for these 
other companies, done all this work, have got all this gear here, 
but don't have a job.” I didn't have any money but I’d bought a 
house years ago and earning [equity] regularly, so I re-mortgaged 
my house to raise funds. I just was like, “If I don't do it now, I'm 
going to spend my life just saying, “I wanted to do that. I could 
have done that. What if…Now's the time.” So we started UDO. I 
enlisted Axel Hartmann’s help getting some designs together and 
we got some CGIs of [the design]. It gave me some confidence 
to be able to knock on doors, it makes you a little bit more 
believable to say, “I'm going to make this. This is going to happen, 
we're going to do this.” We struggled on for bits of money, but 
after a little while I managed to get some investors, which were 
all my old colleagues that I'd worked with over the years. We had 
a period of just getting it together but there was no Plan B. There 
was only success at it or not. I was thinking at the time that if this 
all goes wrong, if I lose everything and I'm on my ass, at least I've 
given it damn good go. When you sit and think what's the worst 
that can happen, it ain't that bad; it’s very empowering. 

EW: It sounds like you’d weighed all the risks.

GH: One thing I would say to anybody who wants to do 
something like this, is that if you want people to support you and 
put their money, their time, and their love…whatever it takes to 
do it, you need to show them that you're prepared to give it your 
all and you'll do everything it takes to make it work. At first I was 
holding back, always trying to be a bit safe, but when I finally 
decided I was doing this 100%, there was no going back, that 
every resource, every bit of time, every bit of effort is going into 
this, it was amazing how quickly people supported it. 

SC: I wonder if you ever look back, because you've come through 
that whole experience, that low point of getting forced out of 
your job, if you look back and say it's almost like the flipside of 
being there. You're here now, and then you can look back and say, 
“if that hadn't happened, then I wouldn't have gotten to where I 
am” in a totally different space than where you were at.

GH: The thing is, you have to feel like you've actually gone 
somewhere. It’s years before you're established. Maybe at some 
point… in five years? We’re still battling. We've sold a decent 
number of Super 6s, but all we've succeeded in doing is getting 
to our second incarnation of a product. We haven't built up the 
security or the stability, but the key is that we've made friends in 
our customers and we've got some people who are real, diehard 
fans that are patient with us, that are good to us. Looking back, 
I guess that anxiety and panic, which I think is what many 
entrepreneurs experience quite a lot, has a very good way of 
suppressing any kind of pride or nostalgia. There's not much 
space for that. 

EW: How many people work for UDO?

GH: There’s a core of six people. We've got four full-time 
employees, and two consultants, which are largely full time. We 

also work with people who do design or development work on our 
behalf as well, so it’s a very small company at the moment, but we 
manage. Producing the physical instrument becomes easier after 
you've got your first sales of your first product because you know 
where to get knobs from, or who sells this or how much that costs. 
You start putting together pieces [of the manufacturing process], 
like Taiichi Ohno who developed the Toyota Production System, 
which we kind of base our company around. They invented lots 
of terminology which is used in modern management. He said 
that every product should basically be 80% the same as the last 
one; 20% novel, 80% the same. From an end user's perspective, 
it might appear 80% novel, but behind the scenes, you might be 
sharing so many parts and so many bits of learning from one 
thing to the next. We're basically trying to get everything as tight 
as possible. I had a meeting with one of our main suppliers who 
makes the chassis metal housing for us, and he said it was really 
good working with me because I’m really automotive, that I take 
this seriously, that lots of people in this industry are crazy.

EW: I suppose that’s a compliment. 

GH: Yeah, I think so. I think I put on a good show, but I'm 
probably a bit crazy as well. I'm trying to run our production like 

The simplicity is a trick, it fools you. 
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an engineering firm, like a medical devices, or an aeronautical 
engineering firm, like the firms I used to work for. Outside, [we’re 
a] music technology firm; inside, we operate like an engineering 
business.

EW: Is that something you'd thought about before you even 
started UDO, how you wanted to run it?

GH: Right from the beginning. I've been in manufacturing 
and engineering for quite a long time and I've seen how to do 
things, and more importantly, how not to do things. I’ve seen 
the importance of building in a culture right from day one and 
I wanted to build in a culture of quality and discipline from the 
start. No amount of spot checks and inspections and end line 
tests will ever be a substitute for a disciplined culture that respects 
people in their learning, and makes it normal to always question 
everything, to look twice at every manufactured component, 
to look beyond what you might immediately see, even the little 
details. I try and teach the people I work with to always be able to 
look critically about how you'd improve every single item. I think 
that building that into everyone and getting everyone involved in 
the design helps us to make great products. Do you ever watch 
House of Cards? 

SC: With Kevin Spacey? 

GH: It was originally a British show, but the Kevin Spacey House 
of Cards is an American remake of the original British show. 
Kevin Spacey is organizing his figures for battle in the American 
Civil War and he's [going over] every last detail. He makes a 
statement, to never underestimate the importance of detail on 
the effect of the overall and I think there's really something to 
that. You pay attention to every last little detail, the little bits. 
Every single detail on its own makes no difference, but when 
you add together the sum of the effect of the details, the overall 
effect is something really different. I think about this. I put so 
much effort into decorating one or two rooms of my house, with 
attention to every single detail, and these rooms which have been 
done with such attention to detail, when you walk into them you 
don't even notice the details themselves, you just have the effect 
of the overall, but the effect of the overall is the sum total of the 
little details that go around. 

EW: Would you say that's your philosophy, your guiding principal 
for UDO?

GH: Yeah, I think it's definitely fair to say. Work on the detail in 
your production, about how you execute things, and how you 
work with people and the outcome sorts itself out. 

EW: So ultimately, do you feel the Super 6 is exactly how you 
wanted it? That the details worked themselves out the way you’d 
hoped?

GH: Nothing's ever exactly how you want it, you always want to 
improve it, but I'm really happy with what we made and it still 
surprises me. And if it still surprises me and I still like it, then 
I can be happy with it. We're not finished, we're still improving 
it, still working on it, but I'm very happy. I think these are really 
nice instruments. They sound great, they’re fun to play, and 
they’re well built. I’m happy that we've made something that 
I can describe as an instrument, not like a computer or just 
[something] with the latest bit of technology. The silicon and 
stuff that’s inside that is really high tech, you couldn't make 
something like that ten years ago, but from the user’s perspective, 
it comes across as quite straightforward, simple. There are no 
displays, no screens, no menus, nothing like this. But anyone 
that's used it in depth will see that the simplicity is a trick, it fools 
you. When you play around with it, it's full of games. I think that 
when you start to make a game out of something, when you start 
to make it a puzzle, you engage a different part of people's brains. 
They’re like, “I really want a three oscillator patch, so I'm going to 
put this LFO into oscillator mode, but then I've lost an LFO, but 
that's okay because I’ll just loop the envelope.” You have all this 
capability but most of your favorite patches generally don't rely 
on every single element in use at once. That sort of gamification 
of resources helps people to know an instrument, to know how to 
use it. You can actually learn it and I think that that's something 
that is very important. 

EW: After a long twenty years you’ve met your goal, the Super 6 
is out. Now what?

GH: We’re looking at developing the lineage, really. I eventually 
want to have a family of products in the same vein, extending 
along the price scale. I want something that gets people the sound 
of UDO for not thousands of dollars. I want something that also 
really completes all the missing pieces of the instruments, like the 
Super 6 and the Super 6 desktop and adds those pro features. I 
want everything from the large down to the small, so that there's 
something for the different price levels and a different portability. 
That's our plan. It’s like laying bricks. You have to start by doing 
everything right, bit by bit. I took the long road to get here, twenty 
years of work. We might as well take our time getting the next 
bit right. The idea is that over time, over many years, eventually 
this will mean something. Somebody will go, “UDO? Yeah, they 
make good good shit!” I want that.

udo-music.com

My ambition did not meet with my abilities or my self-discipline.
The gap between what you know and what you want to do…
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