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INTRODUCTION: A RADICAL REWRITING OF MUSIC
CRITICISM

In the landscape of music writing, few works have managed to
break free from the conventions of biography, historical narrative,
and taste-making as decisively as Kodwo Eshun's landmark book,
More Brilliant Than The Sun: Adventures In Sonic Fiction.
First published in 1998, this text is not merely a book about
music; it is a theoretical intervention, a piece of speculative
philosophy, and a manifesto for a new way of listening. It refuses
the tired language of rock criticism, with its obsession with
authenticity and soul, and instead offers a vocabulary drawn from
science fiction, cybernetics, and Afrofuturist thought. For anyone
seeking to understand the intersections of black music,
technology, and futurism, this book remains an indispensable
guide. In this article, we will explore the core concepts of More
Brilliant Than The Sun Adventures In Sonic Fiction By
Kodwo Eshun, examining its major themes, its unique style, and
its enduring impact on music theory and cultural studies.

WHO IS KODWO ESHUN? THE MIND BEHIND THE
METHOD

To understand the book, one must first appreciate its author.
Kodwo Eshun is a British-Ghanaian writer, theorist, and
filmmaker. He is a key figure in the development of Afrofuturism
as a critical framework, and his work consistently challenges the
boundaries between academic theory and popular culture. Before
writing More Brilliant Than The Sun Adventures In Sonic
Fiction, Eshun was deeply engaged with the sounds of jungle,
techno, and Detroit electro, as well as the experimental fringes of
jazz and funk. He brings to his writing a sensibility that is at once
deeply analytical and wildly imaginative. Eshun's approach is not
to explain music in terms of its cultural context or its emotional
expression, but to treat it as a form of alien technology, a
machine for producing new sensations and thoughts. This
perspective is what makes his work so distinct and why More
Brilliant Than The Sun remains a touchstone for artists,
musicians, and writers interested in the radical potential of
sound.

WHAT IS SONIC FICTION? A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR
LISTENING

The central concept of the book is, as the subtitle suggests,
"sonic fiction." For Eshun, sonic fiction is not a genre of music but
a method of analysis and a mode of perception. He proposes that
music, particularly black electronic music, can be understood as a
form of science fiction. It is not that the music tells stories about
spaceships and aliens, but that it creates alien worlds through
sound. The beats, the synthesizers, the vocal processing, the
rhythmic structures—these are all technologies that produce
novel experiences of time, space, and identity.

In More Brilliant Than The Sun Adventures In Sonic Fiction
By Kodwo Eshun, the author argues that traditional music
criticism has failed to grasp the true nature of these sounds.

Critics have been too concerned with questions of authenticity,
emotion, and social commentary. Eshun, by contrast, wants to
explore what music does to the listener, how it engineers new
feelings and perceptions. He writes about "sonic engineering"
and "audio hallucination," treating the record as a laboratory and
the listener as a test subject. This shift in perspective is what
makes the book so exhilarating. It invites the reader to abandon
their usual listening habits and to embrace a more adventurous,
speculative engagement with sound.

The Rejection of "Soul" and
the Embrace of Alienation

A key polemical move in the book is Eshun's rejection of the
concept of "soul" in black music. He argues that the discourse of
soul, of authenticity and heartfelt expression, has been used to
limit the radical possibilities of black sound. Instead, he
celebrates the alien, the synthetic, and the mechanical. He finds
in the work of artists like Sun Ra, Lee Perry, and Underground
Resistance not a cry from the heart but a calculated use of
technology to produce disorienting and transcendent
experiences. In More Brilliant Than The Sun Adventures In
Sonic Fiction, the alien is not a figure of fear but of liberation. It
represents the capacity to escape from the confines of human
identity and to explore new forms of being. This is a profoundly
Afrofuturist idea, one that sees in technology a means of
breaking free from the historical traumas of racism and
colonialism.

KEY THEMES AND ARTISTS IN THE BOOK

Eshun's book is organized around a series of chapters, each
focusing on a particular artist or group of artists. He covers a
wide range of musicians, from the well-known to the obscure, all
of whom are united by their experimental and futuristic approach
to sound. Let us look at some of the key figures and themes
explored in More Brilliant Than The Sun Adventures In
Sonic Fiction By Kodwo Eshun.

Sun Ra: The Original Sonic
Fictioneer

The book opens with Sun Ra, the visionary bandleader and
composer who claimed to be from Saturn. For Eshun, Sun Ra is
the ultimate embodiment of sonic fiction. His music, his
mythology, and his cosmic philosophy are all part of a single, vast
project of world-building. Eshun analyzes Sun Ra's use of
polyrhythms, electronic keyboards, and choral chants as
technologies for creating a separate reality. Sun Ra is not simply
a musician; he is an architect of alternate dimensions.

Lee "Scratch"” Perry: The


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

Mad Scientist of Dub

Another major figure is Lee Perry, the Jamaican producer whose
dub recordings from the 1970s are masterpieces of sonic
deconstruction. Eshun sees in Perry's work a form of "audio
alchemy," a process of transforming raw sound into something
uncanny and unpredictable. Perry's use of echo, reverb, and
sudden cuts is interpreted as a form of time manipulation. In
More Brilliant Than The Sun Adventures In Sonic Fiction,
Perry is presented as a shaman of the studio, a figure who uses
technology to access hidden dimensions of sound.

Detroit Techno and the
Sound of the Future

The book also delves deeply into Detroit techno, particularly the
work of artists like Derrick May, Juan Atkins, and Kevin
Saunderson, as well as the collective Underground Resistance.
Eshun argues that Detroit techno is not just dance music; it is a
form of sonic science fiction that imagines a post-industrial, post-
human future. The cold, precise, and mechanical rhythms of
techno are seen as a reflection of the city's industrial decline and
its dreams of transcendence. Eshun writes about the
"metropolitan jungle" of Detroit and how the music creates a new
kind of urban consciousness. The chapter on techno is one of the
most compelling sections of More Brilliant Than The Sun
Adventures In Sonic Fiction, as it connects the music to
broader issues of technology, race, and urban life.

Jungle and the Hardcore
Continuum

The book also addresses jungle and drum and bass, the
breakbeat-driven music that emerged from the UK in the early
1990s. Eshun is fascinated by the speed and complexity of jungle
rhythms, which he describes as "fractal" and "hyper-repetitive."
He sees in jungle a music that has moved beyond human
perception, a sound that challenges the listener's ability to keep
up. For Eshun, jungle is a music of the future, a soundtrack for a
world where machines and humans are increasingly intertwined.
This analysis of jungle in More Brilliant Than The Sun has
been highly influential, shaping how subsequent generations of
critics have understood electronic dance music.

THE WRITING STYLE: A LANGUAGE OF ITS OWN

One of the most striking aspects of More Brilliant Than The
Sun Adventures In Sonic Fiction By Kodwo Eshun is its
prose style. Eshun does not write in the measured, academic
tone of most music criticism. Instead, he adopts a language that
is itself a form of sonic fiction. He uses neologisms, technical
jargon from science and science fiction, and a relentless,
hypnotic rhythm. Sentences are often short and punchy,
designed to hit the reader like a drum beat. He writes in a mode
of theoretical delirium, as if the music itself has infected his
writing. This style is not merely decorative; it is integral to the
book's argument. Eshun is trying to create a new way of thinking
and writing about music, one that is adequate to the radical
nature of the sounds he is describing. Reading More Brilliant
Than The Sun is an experience in itself, a kind of intellectual
journey into the outer reaches of sound and thought.

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE OF THE BOOK

Since its publication, More Brilliant Than The Sun
Adventures In Sonic Fiction has had a profound impact on a
wide range of fields. It has become a foundational text for
Afrofuturist studies, and it has influenced artists, musicians, and
writers across the globe. The concept of sonic fiction has been
taken up by many as a way to think about music beyond the
confines of genre and history. The book has also been a major
influence on the development of sound studies, a field that
examines the cultural and social dimensions of sound.

Influence on Afrofuturism

Eshun's work, alongside that of scholars like Mark Dery and
Alondra Nelson, helped to shape Afrofuturism as a coherent
intellectual and artistic movement. The book's emphasis on
technology, alienation, and the future as seen from the margins
of the black diaspora has been hugely influential. Many
contemporary artists, from Janelle Monde to Flying Lotus, have
cited Eshun's ideas as important for their work. The phrase "more
brilliant than the sun" itself has become a kind of shorthand for a
certain kind of futuristic, technophilic black creativity.

Impact on Music Criticism

The book has also changed how music criticism is done. It has
opened up space for a more theoretical, speculative approach,
one that is not afraid to use the tools of philosophy and science
to think about popular music. While not everyone agrees with
Eshun's rejection of emotion and authenticity, his arguments
have forced critics to reconsider their assumptions. The book
remains a challenging and provocative read, one that continues
to generate debate and discussion. In short, More Brilliant
Than The Sun Adventures In Sonic Fiction By Kodwo Eshun
is not just a book about music; it is a book that teaches you how
to listen differently.

WHY READ IT TODAY? CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE

In an age of Al-generated music, streaming algorithms, and
virtual reality, Eshun's ideas seem more relevant than ever. The
questions he raised about the relationship between humans and
machines, about the politics of sound, and about the power of
music to create new worlds are at the forefront of contemporary
culture. Reading More Brilliant Than The Sun Adventures In
Sonic Fiction today is a way of understanding the deep history
of our current techno-cultural moment. It reminds us that the
future has been imagined in sound long before it is realized in
technology. For anyone interested in the radical possibilities of
music, this book is an essential read. It will challenge your
assumptions, expand your vocabulary, and change the way you
hear the world around you.

CONCLUSION: A SONIC ADVENTURE THAT CONTINUES

Kodwo Eshun's More Brilliant Than The Sun Adventures In
Sonic Fiction is a work of breathtaking originality and relentless
intellectual energy. It is a book that refuses to be categorized, a
text that is as much a piece of speculative fiction as it is a work of
criticism. By introducing the concept of sonic fiction, Eshun gave
us a new way to think about music—not as a reflection of reality
but as a technology for creating new realities. His celebration of
the alien, the synthetic, and the futuristic in black music opened
up a space for thinking that has been deeply influential. Whether
you are a longtime fan of the book or are encountering it for the
first time, the adventure it offers is one that still feels urgent and
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