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More Brilliant Than The Sun:
Adventures In Sonic Fiction:
Concept Engineered By

Kodwo Eshun |

Haore Brilliant Than The Sen is a machine for tfave]ling at the speed of
thought, a probe for drilling into new levels of possibility space. 'Its
mission is to undermine the concepts 1his present has of "Health” and *Culture”
and Lo excite mockery and hatred against these hybrtd monsters of concepts.”
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"MOTION CAPTURE
(INTERVIEW)

|

*AfroFuturism comes from Mark Dery's “g3 book, but the trajectory staris

with Mark Sinker. In 1992, Sinker starts writing on Black Science Fictlon;
that's because he's just been to the States and Greg Tate's been writing a
let about the interface between science fiction and Black Music. Tate
wrole this review calied "Yo Herfl:eneuliu’ which was a review of David
Toop's Rap Attack plus a Houston Baker book, and it was one of the first
pieces to [ay out this sciehce fictmuf,o'f black rechnelogical music right
there. And so anyway Mark went over, spoke to Greg, came back, started
writing on Black Seience Fiction. He wrote a pig piece in The Wire, a
really early piece on Black Science Fictlon n which he posed this
guestion, asks 'What does it mean to be human?’ In other words, Mark
made the correlation between Blade Runner and slavery, between the
idea of alien abduction and the real events of slavery. It was an amazing
thing, because as soon as | read this, § thought, my God, It just allows so
many things. You can collapse all of these things; sclence liction and
music, they're the same. And then from there, It was pretty much out. It
was out — and various people started using it In various ways. And Dery,
through the Greg Tate route, simultaneously started doing it in "93, but
he had no idea that there was anyone in London following (t.
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*of the Breakbeat throueh dilferent spheres. Through Grandmasrer Flash
"and the invention of skratchadelia. |

: Al176] ]
*Maore Briftiant than the Sun is a number of things. First of all, ar its :
simplest, it's & stuly of visions ol the futwre in music from Sun Ra to 4 1

Hero. ODne of its bie sirands is Breakbeat science, and Breakbeat science,
as [ see it, is when Grandmaster Flash and D) Kool Here and all those
guys isolate the Breakbeat, when they literally go to the moment of a
record where 1he meledy and the harmony drops away and where the
beats and the drum and the bass moves forward. By isolating this, they
switched on a kind of electricity, by making the beat portable, by
extracting the beat. | call it Motion Capruring: in films like furassic Park 1
and all the big animatronic films, Motion Capture is the device by which
they synthesize and virtoalize the human body. They have a guy that's
dancine slowly, and each of his joints are fixed to lights and they map |
that onto an interface, and then you've got it. You've literally captured
the motion ol & human; now you can proceed to virtuelize it. And | think
that's whart Flash and the others did with the beat. They grabbed a :
potential beat which was always there, by severing it from the funk *
engine, by materializing it as aciually a portion of vinyl rhat could be
repeated, They switched on the material potential of the break, which
had been lying dormant for a long time. So | follow that, that isolation

“When serptching Firse came owt people thoughr i1 was a gimmick first of
all, then they thought of it as an interesting effect. And then, il you look
in books, when most people talk about skratchadelia, sbout scratching
on vinyl, they say it's a rhythmic rubbing of the vinyl in a percussive
way, $0 as to accompany the rest of the song. And they read back vinyl
in térms of some kind of rhythmic process. But actually a rhythmic
process isn'1 really what's going on. What's going on is 8 new textural
e!iup. There's no paralled to scratching; it never existed before being
used in this incredible way. Scratching is more like 2 transformation
sequence, more like the audio parallel of The Thing or American
Werewolf, where you sée the human transformed into a werewolf, and
just before they finally become a werewolfl you suddenly gel a glimpse of
the human, then it flashes away again, That's what skratchadelia does
It's this unstable mix of the voice and the vinyl. 1t's this new texture
effect. You could say the voice has phase-shifted into'this new sound. 50
[ follow skratchadelfa threugh Grandmaster Flash into Electro, with
another group called Knights of the Turntable. And 1 follow it throwgh 1o
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Goldie and 4 Hero, specilically in terms of graffit, in terms of
Breakbeat's involution via Wildstyle. Berause Wildstyle is Jike this
cryptographic language, in which the single letter terns into a
typographic environmeni that you enter. It's very much a perceptual
gymnasrics, looking ar Wildstyle, And there's a bie interflace between
graffiti and the break. Goldie says, 'My beats are sculpled in 4D, in 4
dimensions.” And, similarly, there's this famous graffiti guy called Kaze 2
who back in "Bg was already tatking about the step beyond Wildstyle.
Wildstyle was 10, but Kaze 2 was 1alking about 5 dimensions, he was
i‘hlklng gbout Computer Style. He said, 'In my work [ do the Computer
Style, | do the sth-dimensional step-paraliel L'1HlT1.‘aSE.;'T|'Ii5 is straight
out of Escher, 5o [ follow Breakbeat science right from this iselation of
the rhythmic DNA right through to its Escherization, right through to its
maoment of involution — and then | follow that into Drum'n'Bass where,
of course, because the bears are digiralized, it's information to be
manipulated. | follow, Breakbeat science, 1 follow i1 to the conclusion of
tracks of people like 4 Hero, specifically Paralfel Universe, where | turn
the emphasis and focus on the science in Breakbeat. And the thing |
notice about Breakbeat science, about the way science is used in music
in general, is that science is always used as a science of intensified
sensalion. In the classical 2 culiures in mainstream society, science is
stilf the science that drains the blood of life and leaves everything
vivisecred. But in music it's never been like that; as soon as you hear the
word science, you know you're in for an inrensification of sensation. In
this way, science then refers to a scienge of sensory engineering, so
Parallel Universe announces this, when it has titles like Sunspots or
Wrinkles in Time, these are the poinis where the laws of gravity and the
laws of time and space collapse, and they're simultaneously saying
rhythm is aboul to collapse when you enter these zones, So you've got
someone like Goldie who does Timefess, and Timeless is obviously
referring ro simply the infinite loop of the Breakbeat, which Goldie's
Irying to tap into

*Then there's the synth race, enterjng the synth race, which is Techno,
the whole interface between the first Detroit quys and what 1 call the
Import Ear. The guys listening to this s1ufl coming out of Europe, coming
out of England, listening ro the whiteness of the synthesizer and using it
because that spund would make them alien within America. That's the
secret behind all of the early Detroit records. All those guys — Model
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soo, Cytiomron — they've all gor these affecied Flock of Seagulls-1ype
accends, Why do rthey have this? Because they want to be alien in
America. Hew de they do this? By singing like white New Romantic
English kids. 5o it's the idea of white music being exotic to black
American ears. 5o it's teving to turn the exotic eye back onto the
English, because that's part af the process thal happened. Also what

_ happeped, Techno was hagpening without the registering mark of the UK

media, without the traditienal sreps in which America comes out with an
original mosic, and ilt's wsually bastardized in England and Europe and
mixed, remixed, and then sent back, That was reversed; in this case, it
was America bastardizing, 1aking English mwusic and deing strange things
with it. Hence the fameus embarrassment when Enelish journalists would
head over to Detredr to say, "Where's this music come from?’, only to
find out this music had come from where they'd just been, only to find
put that they were the origin. This |s the lirst explicit case where whire
music is the origin, and where the black American musivians who are the
adulterators and the bastardizers. So Techno's a complete reversal of the
classic bos ryth of the blues and the Rolling Stones, the entire rock
heritage which starts out with this lamous myth of Muddy Waters and
the Rolling Stones. In Techno, you've got an immediate reversal. In
Techno, Krafrwerk is the della blues, Kraftwerk is where it all starts. In
Techno, Depeche Mode are like Leadbelly. A Flock of Seagulls are like
Blind leman Jefferson. $e Europe and whiteness generally take the place
of the origin. And Black Americans are synthetic; the key in Techno is 1o
synthesize yoursell into a new American alien. So ) look at the synth
race in terms of various developments of that, for instance, there's a
whole Darkside with Detroat which | talk about. And then | go into
Underground Resistance, especially, who've developed an entire war, an
Entire m||:|;ar'|r assoult, a2 whole kinaesthetic of war based around the
r::]u.jsc of their single. How each single becomes like a missile launched
in war against the programmers,

“But the main point is that I'm trying to bring out what 1 call the Sonic
Fiction of records, which is the entire series of things which swing into
action as soon as you have music with no words. As soon as yoou have
music with no worde, then everyihing else becomes more crucial: the
label, the sleeve, the picture on the cover, the picture on the back, the
titles All these become the jump-ofl points for your route through the
musie, or for the way the music captures you and abducts you into its
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world. 5o all these things become really imporiant. So a lot of the main
sources of the book are from Sleevenotes; they're the main thing. 4 lor
of the buok talks abour Sleevenote artists. 11 talks about the cuys who
did the covers for those Miles Davis sleeves, this guy Mati Klarwein,
another guy Robert Springett, who did the covers for Herbie Hancock's
carly 7os albums. There's different interfaces between diflerent Sonic
Fictiens, berween the title and the music. Hendrix would say, “What I'm
doing is a painting in sound.’ And you can say reversely with the
Steevenotes. The reason the Sleevenore pictures cnpture you is because
they're a sounding in paint. I you listen to them, you imagine them as
weird vizions conjured up through the music. 11's really strange.

“Part of the peint is very much to reverse traditional accounts of Black
Music. Traditionally, they've been autobicgraphical or biographical, or
they've been heavily social and heavily politicol. My alm s to suspend
all of that, absolutely, and then, in the shock of these absences, you put
in everyihing else, you put in this huge world opened up by a

microperception of the actual material vinyl. What immediately happens, |

in almost all accounts, people immediately Jook over, they literally look
over the vinyl to whatever transcendent logic they can use, instead of
acteally starting with the vinyl. The book is very much a marterialization
of this. So I'm looking at all these Sonic Fictions, I'm looking at all the
different levels of science that exist within the material object.

*Motion Capture sounds like o mechanical vperation being conducted,
Part of the thing is that all these terms are aleeady familiar to a lot of
us. They consritute an unofficial mytholoey at the end of the century,
this emtire range of Sonic Fictions, There's pretty much a shared
language amongst a whole generation of people. The difference between
the over-4os and the under-4os 1s o real familiarty with different
dataverses or polyverses stacked on top of each other. There's all kind
of lascinating implications, which [ want to work out in the book. Thines
like the 2151-century nervous system. [ you go back te Norman Mailer,
The White Negro, he taiks a lot about building a new nervous system,
And then if you read on a bit 1o Ballard, Ballard often talks about the
conflict between the geometry and posture, the competition between the

animate and the inanimate and the way the inanimate often creeps in
and wins
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“To me, 11 makes complete sense to see action movies in the same
stratumh os skratchadelia There are the same velocities, the same
vectors, the same sounds: the sound of a car as it skids round a corner is
the same sound the wheels of steel make as they ride around. You're
caplured, abducted by the same sounds in each. 1U's this lantastic sound
of velocity, as 2 surfaces in [riction literally converge and then shoot
apart at fantastie speeds. ks an incredible excitement, These things are
happenidg concurrently — at any moment in time it's really easy 10 see
that's where sonic invention has gone. 1t's part of being captured by tiny
moments of time, being obsessed with tiny moments of time. Part of
what happens with sampiadelia is that you've got a lo1 of music based on
sampler memary, so that a lot of the hoaoks, a lot of the music that
abducts you, will have 1o be 4 seconds or g seconds. 5o there's this huge
psychedelia based upoen disguising these seconds; i1°s like Mark Sinker
says, finding the universe in @ grain of sound — and that’s what the
sampler does. There's this huge psychedelia grown up in which you're
able to fall into a oniverse of sound and it's granular, microphonemes of
cound. In Abbaon Fats Track by Tricky, there’s this woman who whispers
to her kid, 'Cam you fly fast as you can to be with Jesus’ — she really
whispers it. That whole sample must last, 1 dunno, 5, 7 seconds, B
seconds, 11 seconds, but there's something so incredible about it bt
abducts you 5o mech, becavse you can hear an atmosphere in i1, you can
hedr an ambience, you can hear levels of foreground within that sample.
You can feel yoursell getting abducted by it So there's a way in which
the visual really seems 1o suggest that, Then there's this whole thing |
was readine by Michel Chion. Chion is a really interestingguy, this
siident uj' Pierre Schaeifer who staried by composing musigue concridle,
whe then became a thearist. 50 he's the best persen on lilm and sound
ever. Part of my relation o sound is that Chion talks abouwt sound in
film, and ['m only just realising now that a lot of my favourite samples
are from souad in film

*4p sampladelia opens a continuum between visual sound and audio
sobnd. Visual seund is always feeding in from one to the other. Which is
why 1 love a lot of film samples. Probably why | love the visual so much
is that it's always being grabbed anyway by the music. By extinguishing
the visual output, the music is switching it on elsewhere. 1t's as if the
eyes start to have ears, as Chion would say. Your ears have had their
optical capacity switched on: In a strange way, your ear sTaris 1o see,
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Chion is saying that each ol the senses have the full capacity of all rhe
athers. [t's simply that hearing happens to go through the ear, but all the
other senses can go throogh the ear as well. The ear is meant 10 bear,
but it can do all the other thines as well, if it was switched en 10 the
right capacity.

“A similar thing that happens a lot is a big transference to ractility,
which | talk a lor abouwt as well. Whenever sound gets subdermal,
whenever in Drum 'n” Bpss the sound gets very scratchy, with lots of
shakers and rattlers, there's often a lot of sounds where the percussion
i5 too distributed, oo motile, too mobile lor the ear to grasp as a solid
sound. And once the ear stops grasping this as solid sound, the sound
very guickly travels to the skin instead — and the skin starts 10 hear lor
you. And whenever the skin starts 10 hear, that's where youo feel all
creepy crawly, and that's when conduction creeps in, when people say, '
fedt really cold’, or that the music is really cold: which is because their
skin has dropped maybe a centigrade as the music has hit it, as the beat
has pressed across it. 5o 1 follow all those kind of things. T think with
light and sound, there's a stratum across which both elements cross all
the time. They've both become versions of a sampladélia. And thar
sampladelia, by definition, lets yvou analoeize a lot of thines. And not
only does it analogize, it lels you murate and recomhbinate.

"sampladelia is a mandate to recombinate. That's what it is, that's how it
works. You start to realise that when most people try to pralse
something, they praise it in terms of something that's gone jo, 40 years
ago. You start to see the drags people place on the emergence of the
new, the way people constanily put the brakes on any kind of bresks. 5o
if I'm reaching for parallels, Il always try and reach for parallels tha
are actually ahead of what I'm suggesting. Hence, don't think of
Breakbeat in terms of some kind of ancient technigue which has been
resuscitated. For instance, you see a lot of people saying the Breakbear
is the African drum, the return of the Alrican dromming sound, but
really it's the other way around. The Breakbeat should be moved
larward. Think of it in terms of a motion-capture device being made on
vinyl, before there was any digital equipment to be made. If he could
have been, Grandmaster Flash would have been a computer desiener; of
he'd been an animator, he'd be doing motion capturing. He's just doing it
on vinyl first.
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“S0 these-are the kinds of things [ rend 1o look for. It's all about trying
10 establish kinaesihesias, because that's really what's happened. | think
with almost all the different varieties of rhythmic psychedelia, there's a
warzone of kinaesthesia been established. There's a sense in which the
nervous system is being resheped by beats for a new kind of state, for a
new kind of sensory condition. Different paris of your body are actually
at different states of evelution. Your head may well be lageing quite far
behind the sest of your body. In Drum'n'Bass, there's obviously guite a
lot of attention, through dub, to the stepper. There's the idea that the
feet may well be mr_-rpl evalved, and hands obviously, feet and hands.
Terminator X spoke with his hands, Other djs yelled with therr hands.
I've got this brilliant skratchadelia album called Return of the D}, put
oul by The fomd magazine in Frisce, and it's all done by djs, it's a
Brilliant albam. One suy's done a track called Terrorwrist, so his wrist is
a terror, his wrist sends our rerrifying bombs. The idea of a terroristic
wrist action is [antastic. That's a predatory wrist. 50 you can see in that
the :i} has really evelved rhe hand rhat sends terror by a Rick by the way
it rouches vinyl, Se 1 often think that the actual body is at dillerent
stages of evolution. There's a constant war on.

"4 lot of mainstream media's main job as what ] call a futureshock
absorber is 10 mainlain a homeostasis, maintain traditional and
inherited rules of melody over harmony, heats over rhythm, beats over
melody, 1o maintain matters in terms of proper music, or true music, or
respeciable music — and that's always & way in which people try and
higrarchize the body. Part of my hig thing is 1o talk about dance music
simultanecusly as a kinaestheric and a headmusic, because i1 tends 1o be
both, As soon as vou listen to dance music at home, its repetitiveness
becomes headmusic-like. U've never understood why they can't be, why
they aren’ the same thing.

“Part of this thing is that HipHop is headmusic, not stage music, HipHop
never works best on stage. And that's becapse it's using all these Sonic
Fictions; so there's a whole kinaesthetic direction, and simultaneously a
head continuum, HipHop even has a rerm, “heads’, which s more or less
saying that HipHop has its own hippies and progressive music. 5o | talk
about Cypress Hill, HipHep and its whole drug-tech interface.
Sirmultaneously, [ say that john Coltrane is the first hippie. [ look at John
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Coltrane's last records, recerds like Cosmic Music, Interstellar Space,
Om. Coltrane famously tripped in "6g, then did this record Om, Manuel
De landa has this line, about when you trip you become a Yiguid
computer, because your brain liquefies, and | think that's what happened
te Coltrane in about 'hs, He starts using 'Om’, the Indian chant, and he's
trying to assemble a universal music, and the whole thing abour the Om
is that it turns the human inte this huge, giant, vibrating powerstation
really. Om is this operation 1o turn yoursell into this energy field. So
you have this late 6os jazz where all these guys were turning themselves
intp power generators — and this incredible music rhat was trying to
bootstrap a unlversal sound. And it worked. 1 look at that whole strain
of music, from Coltrane through to Sun Ra, through 1o Alice Celtrane. A
whale kind of heliness through volume, & holy amplification.

“The reason | don't talk about the literary is that there's just no need to,
what with thinking about amplification and the sensory envirenment of
amplification, of loudness in itself, the sensory impact of velume, the
sensory impact of repetition, of broadcasting, all these things. There's so
much te talk about, just at the level of volume, of pressure, There's a
way In which you can directly connect those with everything else. You
can talk about the audio-soclal and immediately you've connected the
sound to everything else; the [iterary just never really seems to appear,
except as differemt kinds of Sonic Fiction. In which case, precisely
because theyre on record not in a book, they don't come out as Literary,
they come out as more like the difference between readine s paper and
hearing 1t read out on the news. You get the idea of hearing a voice
coming at you through various channels: just as you never hear the news
directly, you always hear an andio feed, yow always hear a voice
transmitted through a whole series of other things before it ever gets to
you. That's what happens to fiction once il gets on vinyl: you hear it
through the studio. 5o it's not literary — the literary doesn’t work in that
space @1 all, Simoltaneously, there's no need for representarion, for the
signifier, or for the text, or for the law. There's no need for any of that.

“But of course the way 10 introduce theory is to realise the music is
theorising itsell guite well. For example, there's a concept | like called
percussapella, which is percussion and accapella and percussapella is
just the beats on their own. Some dj thought up a term which describes
this sampladelic alloy of percussion guing solo, of percussicn as an
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accapella. And i1's just brilfiant, So | can use that, and as soon es
music's instrumental, (hese things suddenly loom into shape and you
start to wse them, And there's 50 many concepts already extant in the
music that all you need do is extrace them and use them to build the
machine you want 1o build, to use them as parts in the giant connection
machine that yvou wan! to build. You just hook a concept on and solder it
unto the next concepr that you want. So part of the whole drive is very
much wrirten as a book of emergence. I1's not a history at all, it's very
enjoyable 10 resist the wrge to history, becavse, esp'&cinl}:.r in Black
Music, there's a whole drive towards history and tradition and
contineity, and this book is explicitly about the breaks, about the
discontinuum. Marshall Mcluben talks abour the twenticth-century
discontinoum, Well, this book is all about the breaks and the cuts.
inheéritance has been extremely overstressed in ideas of Black Music. By
bringing up lirst the machine then second the acrual vinyl, all the
different gualities move between the machines, and become as much
effects of the machines. So this is the idea that the sonic can produce
ideniities In frsell. For example: George Clinton is black but the Star
Child is an alien animatronic fiqure — it's hard to say what colour the
Star Child is, the Star Child is pure animartronic. And part.of the book
alwi?s locks that way, always looks to see which hallucination the sonic
engenders and then chases that. | never tiry and collapse the sonic back
into the socal, and precisely because this is such an almost unanimaous
tendency, 've gone quite lar the other way, I've exaggerated it entirely,
‘ul‘fhen you read someone like Son Ra, Sun Ra would talk o lot about
cusmic music. And | think in cosmic music, he mean? it in the sense of,
What would cosmic music be? It would be the music of the
electromagnetic field, the music of radio transmissions, say, cressing the
electramagnenic field. It would be the music of electrical disturbances,
the atmospheric cosmic disturbances that exist in the sky, And if you
listen 1o Sun Ra's Asiro Black, those are exactly the sounds he's making
with his Moog, he's turning the Moog synthesizer into something like a
circiit which can acr as a giant alternating curren! between the people
listening the Arkestra and the cosmos itsell. The Moog is the amplifier
that directs current in and out. On one hand, there's a very material way
in which k& does this because the actual Moogy sounds are really similar
to = if not identical to — the sounds of the cosmos. 5o it's really
fascinatine, because Sun Ba often said, like ' am an instrument® and "the
Arkestra ts an instrument’. On one hand, he said the Arkestra were tone
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scientists, sonic scienrists; on 1he other, the Arkestra were his
instruments. o you get this idea of music as this sonic production clrewil
through which — as Gilles Deleuze was saying — molecules of a new
pecple may be planted here or there. That's very much what Sun Ra's
doing: he's using the Moog to produce a new sonic people. Cut of this
circuit, he's using It 10 produce the new astro-black American of the Jos.

*So that's abselutely what 1 do all aleng. [ extend the sonic oulwards,
thereby getting at this feeting of impossibility which this music often
gives you, Al its best, any music should sirike you with its impossibility,
and its complete evasion of the rules of raditional lidelity 10 a live
sound. And the way 10 gel at the strangeness of music — rather than to
habitvalize thar music via any other kind of field - is to exaveerate the
sonic, to use the sonic as a probe into new environmen1s, Because cvery
new sonic sensation that 1 can magnify is simultaneously a new sensory
lifeform. So there's this constant play between the sonic and the sensory,
which become the same thing often. I1's partly a shilt between scales.
Often you can open the scale and the scund really wide and then you
disappear into & sound. Often you can shut the scale back wp and
withdraw to look at the vinyl, or withdraw 1o look at the sleeves. There's
a constant telescoping of perception from very close altention o a
record to pulling back to looking at the vinyl, | think this 15 new and
fresh, Because vinyl is often jenored. The things most immediately
pleasurable about buying o record are the things which are always
ignored. I1t's bizarre. S0 by bringing that to the [ront the book should be
written with a sense of famillarity. People will take it to their hears, The
book's been designed 1o have a very tactile feel, in the same way that
your fingers hunger for a sleeve. When you see a sleeve that you like,
your fingers reach towards it, they can't help themselves, they really
want that. It's quite obvious that this s what I'm trying 1o do - every
abiject is a machine of subjectivity. The record player is, the record is, the
book is. | simply want my book to become a machine for producing
subjectivity. It should be a machine for putting music together.

*In the last ten, zo years, there's been no gap between science, art and
music, they all form the same thing. 11's simply that at any one time
thines tend to be blocked, and when you have moments of rhythmic
psychedella, 1t's easy 1o see what can be disledged and brooght out and
made inte connection machines with other things. And other times,







