Towards a Projective Art'

Franklin Cox

In contrastto headyhopesfor an anticipatedspiritual and social renewalof universal
scopeat the turn of the previouscentury, the adventof a new millennium presents
general disbeliefind pessimisnregardingworld-transformativeprojects:the 20" century
hasprovento be the burial groundof miracle cures,alongwith countlessreal victims
sacrificed on their altar. We can now realistically enjoy onthasteneaptimism for the
future, if not for a more perfect world than ever before known, at least for the
maintenancgfearfully and uneasily guarded)of the small gains that have been
accomplishedNa somewhat more lawful (and, perhaps, concomitantly moreijudgss
violentworld, greatermaterialcomfort, fewer plaguesand faminesNand,with luck and
foresight,for preventingthe loss of theseensuingfrom a descento the samesort of
catastrophethatthis lastcenturyprovided,or from whateverother disastersforeseeable
or not, awaitus.

Given this background, futuristic projections aresentlyallowed broadroomto
develop only in the calculable means/end domainsagressiveand expandingscientific,
technical, and capitalist knowledge amgerationsto which spiritual/socialbetterments
occasionallytacked-orasa "natural” consequencé Social projectsare more suspecbut
are permitted only so long as they can be proven benefidia¢tstability of societaland
(ultimately) financial systems However, in particularradical progressivist-historicist
spiritual/social visions of totakenewal,preciselybecauseso many of thesehavebecome
unraveledrom humanismandentwinedthemselvesvith both speciousrationalismand
theintensityof barbarismhavecometo appearnot merely nasvebut to carry with them
the stain of countless humanitarian disasters. The rational-progressive developthent
Geist (spirit) must therefore be shackled in rationalized chaiosasionallyparadedorth
to decoratethe "spectacular celebrationsof the world asit is: one would more gladly
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acceptretrogressionfunctionalization,or depletionof Geist than allow it unleashedo
again work its evils on the world.

It must therefore seem the height of arrogance for any &tisakeclaimson the
future, much more to propose what | will capprajective art.

It is crucialto emphasizehat by "the future,” I do not meanthat which hasnot
yet happenear with absolutecertaintywill happenNneitherthe scientific/technological
reductionof this conceptto a coordinateon the space/timeaxis® nor a necessaryoal of
history,in whoseserviceall previouspresentsnustbe dedicatedor sacrificed),nor pure
futurity, that which is detachedrom or evendeniespresentreality. The core of "the
future" is that experiential presciencethat most powerfully shapesall present
existenceNinthe barestsensat is a possibility,a hope,a promise;more fundamentallyit
is a creative,spiritual projectionfrom the groundof our presentexistencewith all of its
history (the deeperthe understandingf our pastand present,the more substantialthe
projectionmight be), into whatis possible,hopedfor, feared,or desired;that which
requiresresponsewhetherin actionor therefusalto act. Any actiontakento realizeany
substantialfuture" is a leapinto the void, a fundamentabreakwith andintrusionupon
staticreality: one may indeednot land safely, andtheremay be no groundat all waiting
for one;whatevervital future actuallyresultsis the formation of new groundfrom the
sumtotal of all theseerrantleaps.This projectionis not a guarantedor an inevitable
future (the inevitability would makethis actessentiallyuncreative) andit may not result
in what we desire;it cansometimegust aswell provide that which we mostfearto see
realized.Somesortof future will arrive no matterour intentionsor actions,but many
possiblefutureswill most certainly nevercometo passwithout both our intentionsand
our actions(and somemay be unintentionallyimpededpreciselyby our actions).Not
only will anyfuturethat actually comesto pass,passjudgmenton any prior presenton
the groundsof bothwhatactionsweretakenand what of substantialvaluewas promised
and providedfor later times, but without such essentiallycreativeacts there canbe no
truly creativepresent.

By analogy,projective art must lay claim to the future, but it has proven
impossible,evengiven the mostextrememeasuresakenby leadersand ideologies,to
guaranteehat any projectedfuture will in fact occurafter our own passing;nor do we
havethe right to enforceour visionson thosewho follow usin the world.®* However,a
projective art can promigessible futures; thesefuturesare both a part of what one can
hopefor in any presentanda warningof the worst consequencesf the world's present
actions.Every presents in a sensealwayspregnantwith multiple futures which must
eitherbe nourishedandrealizedor permittedto remainstillborn; the mostradicaland
substantialworks of art, though groundedin their time and culture, speakto later
timesNsometimes even for centuriesNbecause they retain this promise for a new world.

Although one needneverdo so (andthe project outlined heredoesnot claim to
invalidate other promisingdomainsof exploration;this is but one type of art among
many),if oneacceptgheimperativesof projectiveartNhow powerful, fundamentaland
fruitful is the promiseheld forth?; what would the consequencebe, if this vision were

® As such,"the future" can never be predictedwith absolutecertainty,asit is in generalmerely an
extrapolatiorfrom a givensituationandits tendencies.

® Cf. HannahArendt'sconceptiorof natality in The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University
of ChicagoPress,1998).



realized?what compellingly dissonantwisionary powermight the artwork still maintain
throughthe palingforce of time, if its radicalartistic meansand challengesvere to lose
their directchargeandbecomebroadlyacceptedr evencommonplace?Nthemne must
draw the necessanrgestheticconclusionsrom the choicesone has madeand act upon
these. Yet the lasting value ahy vision lies not in whetherit actually comesto passor
not. The disappointmenon arriving in any particularfuture doesnot argueat all against
the acts of promising and hoping; the mistakes lie both in refigihgpe andact, andin
believingthatany particularfuturewill by itself solvethe problemsof the present.

As a startingpoint, | will attemptto clarify my presuppositionsand definemy
concept of arojective art, especially as regards the art of music.

Authentic art is never a mere good; it is essential not only fosgheual vigor of
any presentput asthe groundfor any vital futuresthat might issuefrom any present.It
both creates living tissue,extendinginto andin closestrelationshipwith not only the
"real" world but alsothe deepestecessesf eachinnerworld, andcorporealizesigher,
morereal modelsof reality, which cannotyet fully be. Therefore,an overridingconcern
for the continuedvitality of any autonomousart form (andthe most unforgiving task for
any creativeartist) is the creationof artworksthat are not only fundamentallynew and
expressively vigorous in theawn time, but that continueto speakpowerfully to future
times.

In our time, owing to the precarioussituationof high-artmusicin a society that
increasinglyhaslittle usefor it, the immenselygreatertechnicalcomplexity of musical
materialsand the concomitantbreakdownof a direct expressivelink betweenthese
materialsand societalunderstandingandthe increasinglystringentaestheticchallenges
resulting from the oppressivecomparisonnew works face with the masterpieceof
museumculture (the repertoireof which is constantlyexpanding)the hurdlesimpeding
the creationof any authenticartwork have certainly been raised (or depressingly
loweredNI cannotrespondhereto the attemptsto reduceart to the level of the
surrounding disposable culture). It is looger sufficient for a musicalartwork merelyto
achievea basiclevel of craftsmanshipto entertainor edify the present,or to satisfy
presentfunctionalneeds put it mustachievethe mostintensively-realizedevel of high
art or fade with its time into the past. An authenticartwork must createa monadic(it
must becomehis work, and no other), logically coherent(a binding musicallogic beinga

" In this discussion) am particularly arguingagainstattitudestoward history and time that one might
describeas "convenientfatalism,” whose consequencés a combinationof passivity and hedonism.
Assumeds a sortof frozenteleology:the presenis therealized'end of history," the booty (including the
fund of pastmasterpiecespf which we are the privileged and deservingbeneficiariesconsumerismas
ontology.History is what happened short while ago, andthe future (always"unexpected")s what will
happera shorttime from now; botharemysteriousandfollow no laws. Thosewho turnedout to be right
andwho endedup on top weretheinnovatorsandvisionaries,and thosewho lost deservedo lose. Lying
behindthe rhetoric of newnessthroughoutthe culture industryNreachingas far as most new-music
festivals,presentingneresimulacra of the newNsuch a staticworldview is the norm, not the exception.

In contrast] believethatthe sumtotal of hopesdesiresandvisionsdwarfs the spacethat canbe
sustainedvith comfortby anyreality. Only by meansof visionaryactionshaveevena smallfraction of the
best potentials of any period achieved adequateartistic form, and an immense store of past
potentialsNowingto the mostvariedof causessuchasthelack of resourcesand a supportiveaudience or
evenbadluckNnever sawthelight of day.Becauseny presentis largelythe resultof previousactionsand
failuresto act,if onedoesnot at leastattemptto actin supportof thatin which one believes,one hasno
right to complainabouteitherthe future resultsor the presensituation.



necessarymeansnot only of ensuringautonomy but also of unlocking new and
unforeseen potentials), experientially authentic (even if the aim is to shatter experence,
artwork mustfirst of all become thatexperiencethat is to be shattered)and internally
differentiatedworld (any truth must reveal itself through its unfolded experienttahess
and articulation) that is fundamentallynew. This requires,amongother things, the
creationof a quasi-organienultiple-leveledmusicalfabric resemblingnot only the tissue

of any living organism buall its experientialpotentialNmultiple not merelyin the sense

of multiple levelsof presencer activity, butin the senseof multiple wills, determinate
relationships, and levels of temporal unfolding.

No amount of desire, effort, talent, theoretical preparation, no
aesthetic/moral/philosophicarogram,no set of guidelinesor tools can guaranteghe
achievementNwhich musalways be viewed as a miracleNof suchgoals.Yet evenmore
essentiato almostall worksthatstill speakto latertimeshasalwaysbeenan intensity of
specific yet intoxicatedseeing, a fundamentalrupture of the artificial and accidental
limitations of its reality in a radically intensivevision. In the eyesof any present,each
such new world is fundamentally"wrong"Nit doesnot fit neatly into any known
conceptualor emotional categoriespecausdt can neither be containedby present
conceptsor consignedo whatis beneathconceptuality. Eachsuchwork fundamentally
rupturesthe stablesystemof realityNit is alwayssomewhaimisshapenexcessiveeven
to the point of transgression), and perceived with an ecstatic dread. &oclkl @oes not
fully exist in the presentworld; it situatestself askewto the present,jutting into what
could or should be.

Fromthesepresuppositiond, proposethreefurther requirementgor a projective
art:

1) It is anyartist'sjob to seewell andseeclearly,deeplyinto reality.

But a projectiveart cannotacceptheworld asit is: it mustnot merelyreflectthe
world as it wishesto be seen,but must seeunderthe multiple surfacesof reality,
uncoveringthe underlying conflicts and the most radical transformative material®
potentialdying dormantn reality. Throughthelensescreatedy suchseeing,suchan art
projectspossible worlds.

2) If anartwork is to be authentic,it mustasa fundamentabbligationanswerto
the highest aesthetic imperatives of the art form, both as a whole and in every detalil.

A projective art further demands that artistieserial be handled neither asmere
passivesubstanceiponwhich wills are projected;nor may it be permittedto remaina
mereresistantself-enclosedself-preservindnoard, precisely becausenaterial canonly
continueto live by meansof constantcreativeinfusions (at the sametime, every
operationon this volatile realmis potentially as hazardoudor the "spiritual”" world as
operationssuchas geneticengineeringcould be on the real world). Artistic world-
transformativevisionsmustbe realizedby meansof becomingand re-shapingnaterial

® As italicized, material denotesAdorno's (impossibly broad) definition, which treatsall aspectsas
expressivelychargedl) theraw materialg(sound timbre, instruments etc.) with which one composes2)

atthemoreabstractevel, both the tonal/rhythmic/gestural/orchestratiomahterialsand relationships and
the inherited rhetorical/syntactic/structural/formal patterns and modelsNall of feetially determinecby

their relationshipas superstructuréo developingunderlyingsocietalstructures,and partially developing
accordingto a self-consistentsystem-intrinsiclogic; and 3) sedimentedwithin these materials,
relationshipsandforms, not only the sumtotal of the desireshopes.andsufferingsof all individualsin a
society,butthe collectivereservoirof potentialsandrestrictionsof the societyasawhole.



(which as a whole must kgartially re-formedby the artistic vision, andthe vision must
becomecorporateby meansof and asmaterial): they must simultaneouslysubmitto its
imperativesmustconfrontand mediatewith it, andmostof all must attemptto shape
some portion of it in their image, in the face of its intransigent resistance to change.

3) Only a powerful and original artistic vision in combinationwith sufficient
abilities, craftsmanshi@and fierce will to shape materialscan possibly overcomethe
stubbornresistanceof material; and any such vision must seedeeply into the most
importantspiritual/worldissuesthat lie underthe surfaceof any presentFor the art of
music in our time, | believe two of these latter are:

a) The confrontationof the Kantian categoricaimperativeNextendednto the
inner substancef artNto treat all elementsand aspectsas potential "subjectivities,
with a reality generally conceivedof in terms of progressiverationalizationand
instrumentalizationbroadlyimperviousto subjectivityor treatingit merelyasa meansto
an end: both the potentialfor elementsand aspectsof an instrumentalizedeality to
becomeself-awareandthe possibility that subjectivitiesmight surrendertheir subject-
like qualities and become reified. From a viewpoint of radical subjectiiglatter result
must be viewed (corresponding to the proper level) as inauthentic or tragic.

b) The maintenance of all not-fully-rationalized realagsinstthe motor-forcesof
the presentworld: the constantexpansionof rationalizedforces (i.e., as means-end
calculation:scientific, technologicalfinancial, etc.), to the point that theseoverwhelm,
colonize,andeliminate(evenfrom memory)all thatcannot be definedin their termsor
conformto their rationalistically-definedmperatives,demandssufficient counter-active
forces.It is notonly a questionof the specificcontentof whateverefusego beor should
not be subsumedwhat | will quite simply call the not-fully-conceptualizear the non-
conceptual'other"), but both of a formal needfor oppositionto any absolutevictor
(thoseforcescompletely suppressecdat one time will likely avengethemselvesmore
harshlyat another),andof a basicrespectfor the fundamentaimystery of all that the
presentwvorld cannotconceptuallygrasp.

° No artwork canat the sametime fulfill all of theseimperativesas somearein fundamentakonflict with
eachother.Themoretraditionalthe materialsandforms,the easierit is to measurehe accomplishmenof
the artwork in relationshipto inheritedartisticimperatives but the moreradicalthe material and formal
developmentare,the moreunstablehis groundof judgmentbecomes.

19 By placing this issuesin termsof partially de-territorializedsubjectivity, | hopeto bypassthe difficult
issuesraisedmost forcefully by Frenchphilosopherspof the problematicstatusof the reified individual,
the similarly-conceivedartistic personality'thathasbeenthe norm in Modernistarts of the 20th century,
or the conventionalnearlystimulus-responskevel to which subjectiveexpressivityhas continually tended
to descendn massculture. At the sametime, | will draw upon the moral/noeticimperativesof the
Kantian/Hegeliarsubject-centerettadition. The primary characteristiof anindividual (or person,as the
public face of the individual) is the clarity of its (his/her)self-definition, whereas'subjectivity" implies
both self-awareness (including a marked experientialitythedvill to continueexisting), and the will-to-
know. Althoughin the everydayworld theseusuallycoincide,with this differentiationl wish to emphasize
the mobile, multiple, and "other"-orientedqualitiesof "subjectivities,"as well as their broaderfield. A
"subjectivity" implies a clusterof potentialsthat do not necessarilycoincidewith the humanindividual,
severalksubjectivitiesmay lie dormantwithin oneindividual, somemay crossthe bordersof the individual,
andsomemay evenreside beyondthe human (this implying a mutation and polyphonicizationof the
traditional notion of subjectivity): any clusterthat containsthe potential for a certain degreeof self-
awarenesandwill for understandinghe world aroundit can be understoodas potentially possessing
subjectivity.Perhapst is aboveall in the art of music that sucha worldview canbe most convincingly
realized.



To clarify someof the potentialsof my conceptionof a projectiveart, 1 will
sketchout what! view asfour primarytasksat the presentime !*

1) A first domainof radical explorationis the paradoxof what one might call
"irrational rationality": both a) rationality unshackledrom its limitation to the statusof
calculation, and b) rationalization driven past its logical ends, extendingetezibeyond
the boundariesof reason,both of theseresultingin what reasoncan no longer
comprehend?

Especiallyimportantin the presentsituationis that rationality not be treated
merely asthe meansof achievingdeterminateends(in this form, it almostinevitably
degenerates to creating ever-more gorgeous timbral "icing" on conventional "Gaat’),
ratherrevealthroughits thoroughgoingnesand syntacticalreinforcementapplied to
elementsand levels traditionally conceivedof asthe saferefuge of the non-rational,
unexpected, hyper-charged consequences.

2) The former issue concernsthe rational aspectsof material, but material
comprises both the (to varying degrees) already-rationadindthe reservoirof the non-
(or notyet) rationalized(for example purely sonicaspectsor the experiential/expressive
substrataof material). Thereforea seconddomainof radicalexplorationis the volatile
dialecticalconfrontationof the operationof rationalizedmeanson the non-rational
aspectof material **

" Assumedin this following discussionis the needfor the disseminationand coherentarticulation of
newerdevelopmentsuch that their receptionnot remainimprisonedin almost primitive categoriesof
perception (although thedmsiccategorieswill alwaysretaina certainexpressivevalue): e.g., all quarter-
tonesare out-of-tunenotes,all complexrhythmsare merequasi-improvisationahon-regularitiesand so
on. Eachfundamentaperformative/technical/perceptievanceendsto function for the next artistic
generatiorasan imperativeNnotall culturesand listenersmust or should immediately assimilatesuch
accomplishmentdyut at the sametime no onein this field canwith good conscienceégnorethem. These
functionsimilarly to Adorno's"sliver in the eye"Nirritating and goadingone on further. When| speakof
radicaldevelopmentd, hopethatit will beunderstoodhat| speakprimarily in termsof theseimperatives.
2 In manyof thesedomains, the latestfirst wave of radical exploration,that of the extensionof material
possibilities(amongothers rational,atonaltreatmentof equal-temperedicrotonesi[most commonly 1/4-
tones], complex rhythmic notation, and unstablecomplexly-layeredtextures, often with "irrational"
materials treatetdy highly-rationalprocedureshasin recenttimes probablyalreadypassedts peak,asa
certain stiffening of many of these materialt conventionalisms alreadyapparentThe next stepmust
be to extendsuchproceduresnto higher levels of musical organization firstly so that the present-day
disjunctionsbetweennew materialsand the vestigial syntacticstructuresinherited from early post-war
composergor earliersourcesmight be productivelyresolved,and secondlyso that present-dayadical
accomplishmentgot remainso to speakstillborn, contentto work their disruptive effectsat the local
levels, functioning as a sort of local spiceto increasinglystandardizedormalizedstrategiesput rather
realizetheir furtheststructuralpotentialsby effectingan immanentnon-resolvingtransformationof the
middle andformal levels,something havecalled"dissonanform."

¥ One might note, in the world of new music, the wave of ever more refined, scientistically-justified
orchestrations obvertoneseries,modal melodies,late-tonalharmoniesandthe like; eventhe occasional
intrusion of expressively-tingedoise more forcefully confirms (servingas a sort of local timbral
dissonance) theectacle of technological purity.

“ As but one exampleof this issue,in contrastto the deepoppositioncarvedin the history of Western
metaphysics,i.e., that thinking and physical movementnegateone another (one either sits and
contemplate®r moveswithout thinking), onestriking quality of someof the most radical recentmusic is
that it presentswhat seemsimpossiblein reality: a binding of strict rationality of definition and
transformatiorwith theirrationality of fierce physicalityNnot merelythe "signs” of physicalityNisolated
active gesturesjoud repeatedattacks,etc.Nbut the sort of multi-leveled "virtual" physicality which
perhapnly musiccancreate Suchworks presentnot the mererhythmic outlines of gesturesput dense,
complexlyalteredandfully physicalgestureswhich, moreimportantly,aresetin a densesyntacticcontext



3) A third issueis that of the subjectificationof aspectsof material not
traditionally conceivedof assubjective.One mustplacethe following questionto every
aspectNeveryelementmaterial parametersyntacticconstruction organizationamatrix,
andsoon:"If this were viewed as potentially subjectivelyself-aware what would the
consequence@speciallyin the world of the piece) be?" Further questionsfollow from
this: whatis its state,what doesit desireto become,doesit desirebroaderknowledge,
does it desire to define itself as a full individual and can it achievehtmsst alreadydone
so, and can it maintain itseds such,how doesit desireto realizeits furthestpotentials,
how does it recognize other such subjectivities and what is the form of its interaittion
them?Within any subjectivityand musicalstatealsoexist potentialpathologiesuchas
neurosisfragmentationparalysis,or breakdownowing to the compressednd extreme
development of individual potentiadgith their often mutually-contradictoryesults,and
to the greater syntactic load each subjectivity must both create and maaritaerface of
other equally self-aware subjectivities and the world of the piHoedensity of muchof
the most radical recembusicis betterexplainedby qualitative experientialoverloadthan
by merely quantitativecomplexity (the latter approacha vestigeof scientisticpost-war
thought) If viewed in the light of multiple potential subjectivitiessgemsnevitablethat
any pieceso radically poly-subjectifiedwill existin a stateof potential overloadand
waver on the edge of collapse.

4) In an age of the almost-completeconversionof the entire world into
guantifiableform, and (in contrastto earlier materialisticperiods) the further re-
conversion of these quanta irttee formation of anincreasinglyuniversalizedvirtual and
"spectacular@ality, perhapshe greatespowerof art musiclies in the fact it resembles
the dynamictransformativeandvirtual natureof present-dayeality and simultaneously
bitterly resiststhis processboth owing to its residueof real materiality and becausdhe
virtual reality it createspresentsmodelsthat cannotbe in the "real” (in first-world
societies,increasinglyvirtual) world. Therefore,a fundamentalproject for projective
music must be the creation of whatig in our reality: 1) what cannotbe seen,grasped,
or evenfully understoodalthoughthe materialsubstrataand syntacticforms of music
presenttheseas real), 2) what can be revealedonly as interactionsand determinate
relationsbetweenmusicalelementsand subjectivities,3) what can be revealedonly in
temporally unfolding experience of the artwork itself, anevAat canonly be morefully
understoodvhenwhat is #ruly thereis no longer thereNthrough the processof dis-
entwinement and re-formation in contemplative memory.

In summary projectivemusicpresentsanorganictissuethat ruptures;a logic that
overstepsreason;not merely gesturesrepresentingphysicality but a denselywoven
virtual physicalitysocomplexthatit canneverbefully realizedin this world; not a stable
character, but &bric of multiply-definedsubjectivitiesin permanentonflict with other
suchsubjectivitiesall mutatingin waysdeniedto real individuals; not merely conflicts
frozenat thelocal level but thesedrivento shatterthe seeminglysecurelevel of form

of highly rationalizedmutatingand developingspeedsand meters.Many of the rhythmsare fasterthan
and fluctuate more quickly than the body could ever follow; many are strongly gestural,but not
conformingto any known bodily or speechmotions. Wherethe earlier postwar composersggave the
structuresthe skeletonf new and foreign worlds, thesecomposergreatethe flesh, the sinews,and the
nervoussystemsnot of traditional bodies,but of entirely new creatureswhich move accordingto yet-
unknownlaws of "virtual motion."



itself to createdissonantform; not merely monadicwholes, but monadsthat cannot

remain wholelt presents, with incomprehensible intensity, a fundamental challenge to the
world as it is, promising—or threatening— another reality, the refracting mirror of our own.



