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Towards a Projective Art1

Franklin Cox

In contrast to heady hopes for an anticipated spiritual and social renewal of universal
scope at the turn of the previous century, the advent of a new millennium presents
general disbelief and pessimism regarding world-transformative projects: the 20th century
has proven to be the burial ground of miracle cures, along with countless real victims
sacrificed on their altar. We can now realistically enjoy only a chastened optimism for the
future, if not for a more perfect world than ever before known, at least for the
maintenance (fearfully and uneasily guarded) of the small gains that have been
accomplishedÑa somewhat more lawful (and, perhaps, concomitantly more just) and less
violent world, greater material comfort, fewer plagues and faminesÑand, with luck and
foresight, for preventing the loss of these ensuing from a descent to the same sort of
catastrophes that this last century provided, or from whatever other disasters, foreseeable
or not, await us. 

Given this background, futuristic projections are presently allowed broad room to
develop only in the calculable means/end domains of progressive and expanding scientific,
technical, and capitalist knowledge and operations, to which spiritual/social betterment is
occasionally tacked-on as a "natural" consequence.2 Social projects are more suspect but
are permitted only so long as they can be proven beneficial to the stability of societal and
(ultimately) financial systems. However, in particular radical progressivist-historicist3

spiritual/social visions of total renewal, precisely because so many of these have become
unraveled from humanism and entwined themselves with both specious rationalism and
the intensity of barbarism, have come to appear not merely na•ve but to carry with them
the stain of countless humanitarian disasters. The rational-progressive development of the
Geist (spirit) must therefore be shackled in rationalized chains, occasionally paraded forth
to decorate the "spectacular"4 celebrations of the world as it is: one would more gladly

                                                
1 Originally published in German translation by Bernd Asmus as "AnnŠherungen an eine Projektive
Kunst," Musik & Ästhetik 13 (Verlag Klett-Clotta), Dec. 1999, pp. 79-86. The original English version of
the essay is presented here, slightly edited for the purposes of clarity. My conception of projective art was
strongly influenced by my reactions to the new music and cultural scene in Germany, where I was living at
the time. Many ideas in this essay were more fully worked out in later essays, including "Musical
Progress? New Music and the Perils of Progressivist Historicism," Claus-Steffen Mahnkopf, Frank Cox,
Wolfram Schurig, eds., The Foundations of Contemporary Composing (Hofheim: Wolke Verlag, 2004),
pp. 11-34, "'Virtual' Polyphony: Clairvoyance, for solo violin," Claus-Steffen Mahnkopf, Frank Cox,
Wolfram Schurig, eds., Polyphony & Complexity (Hofheim: Wolke Verlag, 2002), pp. 162-179, "Toward
an Intelligent Corporality: The Virtual Body," Claus-Steffen Mahnkopf and Younghi Pagh-Paan, eds., ars
(in)humana? (Bremen: Hauschild Verlag, 2004), pp. 85-111, and "Critical Modernism: Beyond Critical
Composition and Uncritical Art," Claus-Steffen Mahnkopf, Frank Cox, Wolfram Schurig, eds., Critical
Composition Today (Hofheim: Wolke Verlag, 2006), pp. 126-155.
2 One hears few objections to the rhetoric of impending world transformation when issuing from corporate
leaders, futurologists, or advertisements, but even mild proposals justifying social transformation are
labeled "class warfare," and proposals for artistic transformation are similarly consigned to the "bad old
past" of Modernism.
3 For an explanation of this term, see "Musical Progress? New Music and the Perils of Progressivist
Historicism," Claus-Steffen Mahnkopf, Frank Cox, Wolfram Schurig, eds.,  The Foundations of
Contemporary Composing  (Hofheim: Wolke Verlag, 2004), pp. 11-34.
4 See Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (Detroit: Black & Red, 1973).
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accept retrogression, functionalization, or depletion of Geist than allow it unleashed to
again work its evils on the world.

It must therefore seem the height of arrogance for any artist to make claims on the
future, much more to propose what I will call a projective art.

It is crucial to emphasize that by "the future," I do not mean that which has not
yet happened or with absolute certainty will happenÑneither the scientific/technological
reduction of this concept to a coordinate on the space/time axis,5 nor a necessary goal of
history, in whose service all previous presents must be dedicated (or sacrificed), nor pure
futurity, that which is detached from or even denies present reality. The core of "the
future" is that experiential prescience that most powerfully shapes all present
existenceÑin the barest sense it is a possibility, a hope, a promise; more fundamentally it
is a creative, spiritual projection from the ground of our present existence with all of its
history (the deeper the understanding of our past and present, the more substantial the
projection might be), into what is possible, hoped for, feared, or desired; that which
requires response, whether in action or the refusal to act. Any action taken to realize any
substantial "future" is a leap into the void, a fundamental break with and intrusion upon
static reality: one may indeed not land safely, and there may be no ground at all waiting
for one; whatever vital future actually results is the formation of new ground from the
sum total of all these errant leaps. This projection is not a guarantee for an inevitable
future (the inevitability would make this act essentially uncreative), and it may not result
in what we desire; it can sometimes just as well provide that which we most fear to see
realized. Some sort of future will arrive no matter our intentions or actions, but many
possible futures will most certainly never come to pass without both our intentions and
our actions (and some may be unintentionally impeded precisely by our actions). Not
only will any future that actually comes to pass, pass judgment on any prior present on
the grounds of both what actions were taken and what of substantial value was promised
and provided for later times, but without such essentially creative acts there can be no
truly creative present.

By analogy, projective art must lay claim to the future, but it has proven
impossible, even given the most extreme measures taken by leaders and ideologies, to
guarantee that any projected future will in fact occur after our own passing; nor do we
have the right to enforce our visions on those who follow us in the world.6 However, a
projective art can promise possible futures; these futures are both a part of what one can
hope for in any present and a warning of the worst consequences of the world's present
actions. Every present is in a sense always pregnant with multiple futures, which must
either be nourished and realized or permitted to remain stillborn; the most radical and
substantial works of art, though grounded in their time and culture, speak to later
timesÑsometimes even for centuriesÑbecause they retain this promise for a new world.

Although one need never do so (and the project outlined here does not claim to
invalidate other promising domains of exploration; this is but one type of art among
many), if one accepts the imperatives of projective artÑhow powerful, fundamental, and
fruitful is the promise held forth?; what would the consequences be, if this vision were
                                                
5 As such, "the future" can never be predicted with absolute certainty, as it is in general merely an
extrapolation from a given situation and its tendencies.
6 Cf. Hannah Arendt's conception of natality in The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 1998).
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realized?; what compellingly dissonant visionary power might the artwork still maintain
through the paling force of time, if  its radical artistic means and challenges were to lose
their direct charge and become broadly accepted or even commonplace?Ñthen one must
draw the necessary aesthetic conclusions from the choices one has made and act upon
these. Yet the lasting value of any vision lies not in whether it actually comes to pass or
not. The disappointment on arriving in any particular future does not argue at all against
the acts of promising and hoping; the mistakes lie both in refusing to hope and act, and in
believing that any particular future will by itself solve the problems of the present.7

As a starting point, I will attempt to clarify my presuppositions and define my
concept of a projective art, especially as regards the art of music.

Authentic art is never a mere good; it is essential not only for the spiritual vigor of
any present, but as the ground for any vital futures that might issue from any present. It
both creates a living tissue, extending into and in closest relationship with not only the
"real" world but also the deepest recesses of each inner world, and corporealizes higher,
more real models of reality, which cannot yet fully be. Therefore, an overriding concern
for the continued vitality of any autonomous art form (and the most unforgiving task for
any creative artist) is the creation of artworks that are not only fundamentally new and
expressively vigorous in their own time, but that continue to speak powerfully to future
times.

In our time, owing to the precarious situation of high-art music in a society that
increasingly has little use for it, the immensely greater technical complexity of musical
materials and the concomitant breakdown of a direct expressive link between these
materials and societal understanding, and the increasingly stringent aesthetic challenges
resulting from the oppressive comparison new works face with the masterpieces of
museum culture (the repertoire of which is constantly expanding), the hurdles impeding
the creation of any authentic artwork have certainly been raised (or depressingly
loweredÑI cannot respond here to the attempts to reduce art to the level of the
surrounding disposable culture). It is no longer sufficient for a musical artwork merely to
achieve a basic level of craftsmanship, to entertain or edify the present, or to satisfy
present functional needs, but it must achieve the most intensively-realized level of high
art or fade with its time into the past. An authentic artwork must create a monadic (it
must become this work, and no other), logically coherent (a binding musical logic being a

                                                
7 In this discussion, I am particularly arguing against attitudes toward history and time that one might
describe as "convenient fatalism," whose consequence is a combination of passivity and hedonism.
Assumed is a sort of frozen teleology: the present is the realized "end of history," the booty (including the
fund of past masterpieces) of which we are the privileged and deserving beneficiaries: consumerism as
ontology. History is what happened a short while ago, and the future (always "unexpected") is what will
happen a short time from now; both are mysterious and follow no laws. Those who turned out to be right
and who ended up on top were the innovators and visionaries, and those who lost deserved to lose. Lying
behind the rhetoric of newness throughout the culture industryÑreaching as far as most new-music
festivals, presenting mere simulacra of the newÑsuch a static worldview is the norm, not the exception.

In contrast, I believe that the sum total of hopes, desires, and visions dwarfs the space that can be
sustained with comfort by any reality. Only by means of visionary actions have even a small fraction of the
best potentials of any period achieved adequate artistic form, and an immense store of past
potentialsÑowing to the most varied of causes, such as the lack of resources and a supportive audience, or
even bad luckÑnever saw the light of day. Because any present is largely the result of previous actions and
failures to act, if one does not at least attempt to act in support of that in which one believes, one has no
right to complain about either the future results or the present situation.
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necessary means not only of ensuring autonomy but also of unlocking new and
unforeseen potentials), experientially authentic (even if the aim is to shatter experience, an
artwork must first of all become that experience that is to be shattered), and internally
differentiated world (any truth must reveal itself through its unfolded experiential richness
and articulation) that is fundamentally new. This requires, among other things, the
creation of a quasi-organic multiple-leveled musical fabric resembling not only the tissue
of any living organism but all its experiential potentialÑmultiple not merely in the sense
of multiple levels of presence or activity, but in the sense of multiple wills, determinate
relationships, and levels of temporal unfolding.

No amount of desire, effort, talent, theoretical preparation, no
aesthetic/moral/philosophical program, no set of guidelines or tools can guarantee the
achievementÑwhich must always be viewed as a miracleÑof such goals. Yet even more
essential to almost all works that still speak to later times has always been an intensity of
specific yet intoxicated seeing, a fundamental rupture of the artificial and accidental
limitations of its reality in a radically intensive vision. In the eyes of any present, each
such new world is fundamentally "wrong"Ñit does not fit neatly into any known
conceptual or emotional categories, because it can neither be contained by present
concepts nor consigned to what is beneath conceptuality. Each such work fundamentally
ruptures the stable system of realityÑit is always somewhat misshapen, excessive (even
to the point of transgression), and perceived with an ecstatic dread. Such a world does not
fully exist in the present world; it situates itself askew to the present, jutting into what
could or should be.

From these presuppositions, I propose three further requirements for a projective
art:

1) It is any artist's job to see well and see clearly, deeply into reality. 
But a projective art cannot accept the world as it is: it must not merely reflect the

world as it wishes to be seen, but must see under the multiple surfaces of reality,
uncovering the underlying conflicts and the most radical transformative material8

potentials lying dormant in reality. Through the lenses created by such seeing, such an art
projects possible worlds.

2) If an artwork is to be authentic, it must as a fundamental obligation answer to
the highest aesthetic imperatives of the art form, both as a whole and in every detail.

A projective art further demands that artistic material be handled neither as a mere
passive substance upon which wills are projected; nor may it be permitted to remain a
mere resistant, self-enclosed, self-preserving hoard, precisely because material can only
continue to live by means of constant creative infusions (at the same time, every
operation on this volatile realm is potentially as hazardous for the "spiritual" world as
operations such as genetic engineering could be on the real world). Artistic world-
transformative visions must be realized by means of becoming and re-shaping material
                                                
8 As italicized, material denotes Adorno's (impossibly broad) definition, which treats all aspects as
expressively charged: 1) the raw materials (sound, timbre, instruments, etc.) with which one composes; 2)
at the more abstract level, both the tonal/rhythmic/gestural/orchestrational materials and relationships, and
the inherited rhetorical/syntactic/structural/formal patterns and modelsÑall of these partially determined by
their relationship as superstructure to developing underlying societal structures, and partially developing
according to a self-consistent system-intrinsic logic; and 3) sedimented within these materials,
relationships, and forms, not only the sum total of the desires, hopes, and sufferings of all individuals in a
society, but the collective reservoir of potentials and restrictions of the society as a whole.
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(which as a whole must be partially re-formed by the artistic vision, and the vision must
become corporate by means of and as material): they must simultaneously submit to its
imperatives, must confront and mediate with it, and most of all must attempt to shape
some portion of it in their image, in the face of its intransigent resistance to change.9

3) Only a powerful and original artistic vision in combination with sufficient
abilities, craftsmanship and fierce will to shape materials can possibly overcome the
stubborn resistance of material; and any such vision must see deeply into the most
important spiritual/world issues that lie under the surface of any present. For the art of
music in our time, I believe two of these latter are:

a) The confrontation of the Kantian categorical imperativeÑextended into the
inner substance of artÑto treat all elements and aspects as potential "subjectivities,"10

with a reality generally conceived of in terms of progressive rationalization and
instrumentalization, broadly impervious to subjectivity or treating it merely as a means to
an end: both the potential for elements and aspects of an instrumentalized reality to
become self-aware, and the possibility that subjectivities might surrender their subject-
like qualities and become reified. From a viewpoint of radical subjectivity, the latter result
must be viewed (corresponding to the proper level) as inauthentic or tragic.

b) The maintenance of all not-fully-rationalized realms against the motor-forces of
the present world: the constant expansion of rationalized forces (i.e., as means-end
calculation: scientific, technological, financial, etc.), to the point that these overwhelm,
colonize, and eliminate (even from memory) all that can not be defined in their terms or
conform to their rationalistically-defined imperatives, demands sufficient counter-active
forces. It is not only a question of the specific content of whatever refuses to be or should
not be subsumed (what I will quite simply call the not-fully-conceptualized or the non-
conceptual "other"), but both of a formal need for opposition to any absolute victor
(those forces completely suppressed at one time will likely avenge themselves more
harshly at another), and of a basic respect for the fundamental mystery of all that the
present world cannot conceptually grasp.

                                                
9 No artwork can at the same time fulfill all of these imperatives, as some are in fundamental conflict with
each other. The more traditional the materials and forms, the easier it is to measure the accomplishment of
the artwork in relationship to inherited artistic imperatives, but the more radical the material and formal
developments are, the more unstable this ground of judgment becomes.
10 By placing this issues in terms of partially de-territorialized subjectivity, I hope to bypass the difficult
issues, raised most forcefully by French philosophers, of the problematic status of the reified individual,
the similarly-conceived "artistic personality" that has been the norm in Modernist arts of the 20th century,
or the conventional, nearly stimulus-response level to which subjective expressivity has continually tended
to descend in mass culture. At the same time, I will draw upon the moral/noetic imperatives of the
Kantian/Hegelian subject-centered tradition. The primary characteristic of an individual (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 experientiality and the will to continue existing), and the will-to-
know. Although in the everyday world these usually coincide, with this differentiation I wish to emphasize
the mobile, multiple, and "other"-oriented qualities of "subjectivities," as well as their broader field. A
"subjectivity" implies a cluster of potentials that do not necessarily coincide with the human individual;
several subjectivities may lie dormant within one individual, some may cross the borders of the individual,
and some may even reside beyond the human (this implying a mutation and polyphonicization of the
traditional notion of subjectivity): any cluster that contains the potential for a certain degree of self-
awareness and will for understanding the world around it can be understood as potentially possessing
subjectivity. Perhaps it is above all in the art of music that such a worldview can be most convincingly
realized.
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To clarify some of the potentials of my conception of a projective art, I will
sketch out what I view as four primary tasks at the present time.11

1) A first domain of radical exploration is the paradox of what one might call
"irrational rationality": both a) rationality unshackled from its limitation to the status of
calculation, and b) rationalization driven past its logical ends, extending itself even beyond
the boundaries of reason, both of these resulting in what reason can no longer
comprehend.12

Especially important in the present situation is that rationality not be treated
merely as the means of achieving determinate ends (in this form, it almost inevitably
degenerates to creating ever-more gorgeous timbral "icing" on conventional "cake"),13 but
rather reveal through its thoroughgoingness and syntactical reinforcement, applied to
elements and levels traditionally conceived of as the safe refuge of the non-rational,
unexpected, hyper-charged consequences.

2) The former issue concerns the rational aspects of material, but material
comprises both the (to varying degrees) already-rationalized and the reservoir of the non-
(or not yet) rationalized (for example, purely sonic aspects, or the experiential/expressive
substrata of material). Therefore, a second domain of radical exploration is the volatile
dialectical confrontation of the operation of rationalized means on the non-rational
aspects of material.14

                                                
11 Assumed in this following discussion is the need for the dissemination and coherent articulation of
newer developments such that their reception not remain imprisoned in almost primitive categories of
perception (although these basic categories will always retain a certain expressive value): e.g., all quarter-
tones are out-of-tune notes, all complex rhythms are mere quasi-improvisational non-regularities, and so
on. Each fundamental performative/technical/perceptive advance tends to function for the next artistic
generation as an imperativeÑnot all cultures and listeners must or should immediately assimilate such
accomplishments, but at the same time no one in this field can with good conscience ignore them. These
function similarly to Adorno's "sliver in the eye"Ñirritating and goading one on further. When I speak of
radical developments, I hope that it will be understood that I speak primarily in terms of these imperatives.
12 In many of these domains, the latest first wave of radical exploration, that of the extension of material
possibilities (among others, rational, atonal treatment of equal-tempered microtones [most commonly 1/4-
tones], complex rhythmic notation, and unstable complexly-layered textures, often with "irrational"
materials treated by highly-rational procedures) has in recent times probably already passed its peak, as a
certain stiffening of many of these materials into conventionalism is already apparent. The next step must
be to extend such procedures into higher levels of musical organization, firstly so that the present-day
disjunctions between new materials and the vestigial syntactic structures inherited from early post-war
composers (or earlier sources) might be productively resolved, and secondly so that present-day radical
accomplishments not remain so to speak stillborn, content to work their disruptive effects at the local
levels, functioning as a sort of local spice to increasingly standardized formalized strategies, but rather
realize their furthest structural potentials by effecting an immanent non-resolving transformation of the
middle and formal levels, something I have called "dissonant form."
13 One might note, in the world of new music, the wave of ever more refined, scientistically-justified
orchestrations of overtone series, modal melodies, late-tonal harmonies, and the like; even the occasional
intrusion of expressively-tinged noise more forcefully confirms (serving as a sort of local timbral
dissonance) the spectacle of technological purity.
14 As but one example of this issue, in contrast to the deep opposition carved in the history of Western
metaphysics, i.e., that thinking and physical movement negate one another (one either sits and
contemplates or moves without thinking), one striking quality of some of the most radical recent music is
that it presents what seems impossible in reality: a binding of strict rationality of definition and
transformation with the irrationality of fierce physicalityÑnot merely the "signs" of physicalityÑisolated
active gestures, loud repeated attacks, etc.Ñbut the sort of multi-leveled "virtual" physicality which
perhaps only music can create. Such works present not the mere rhythmic outlines of gestures, but dense,
complexly altered and fully physical gestures, which, more importantly, are set in a dense syntactic context
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3) A third issue is that of the subjectification of aspects of material not
traditionally conceived of as subjective. One must place the following question to every
aspectÑevery element, material, parameter, syntactic construction, organizational matrix,
and so on: "If this were viewed as potentially subjectively self-aware, what would the
consequences (especially in the world of the piece) be?" Further questions follow from
this: what is its state, what does it desire to become, does it desire broader knowledge,
does it desire to define itself as a full individual and can it achieve this, has it already done
so, and can it maintain itself as such, how does it desire to realize its furthest potentials,
how does it recognize other such subjectivities and what is the form of its interaction with
them? Within any subjectivity and musical state also exist potential pathologies such as
neurosis, fragmentation, paralysis, or breakdown, owing to the compressed and extreme
development of individual potentials with their often mutually-contradictory results, and
to the greater syntactic load each subjectivity must both create and maintain in the face of
other equally self-aware subjectivities and the world of the piece. The density of much of
the most radical recent music is better explained by qualitative experiential overload than
by merely quantitative complexity (the latter approach a vestige of scientistic post-war
thought). If viewed in the light of multiple potential subjectivities, it seems inevitable that
any piece so radically poly-subjectified will exist in a state of potential overload and
waver on the edge of collapse.

4) In an age of the almost-complete conversion of the entire world into
quantifiable form, and (in contrast to earlier materialistic periods) the further re-
conversion of these quanta into the formation of an increasingly universalized virtual and
"spectacularÓ reality, perhaps the greatest power of art music lies in the fact it resembles
the dynamic transformative and virtual nature of present-day reality and simultaneously
bitterly resists this process, both owing to its residue of real materiality and because the
virtual reality it creates presents models that cannot be in the "real" (in first-world
societies, increasingly virtual) world. Therefore, a fundamental project for projective
music must be the creation of what is not in our reality: 1) what cannot be seen, grasped,
or even fully understood (although the material substrata and syntactic forms of music
present these as real), 2) what can be revealed only as interactions and determinate
relations between musical elements and subjectivities, 3) what can be revealed only in
temporally unfolding experience of the artwork itself, and 4) what can only be more fully
understood when what is truly there is no longer thereÑthrough the process of dis-
entwinement and re-formation in contemplative memory.

In summary, projective music presents an organic tissue that ruptures; a logic that
oversteps reason; not merely gestures representing physicality but a densely woven
virtual physicality so complex that it can never be fully realized in this world; not a stable
character, but a fabric of multiply-defined subjectivities in permanent conflict with other
such subjectivities, all mutating in ways denied to real individuals; not merely conflicts
frozen at the local level but these driven to shatter the seemingly secure level of form

                                                                                                                                                
of highly rationalized mutating and developing speeds and meters. Many of the rhythms are faster than,
and fluctuate more quickly than the body could ever follow; many are strongly gestural, but not
conforming to any known bodily or speech motions. Where the earlier postwar composers gave the
structures, the skeletons of new and foreign worlds, these composers create the flesh, the sinews, and the
nervous systems, not of traditional bodies, but of entirely new creatures, which move according to yet-
unknown laws of "virtual motion."
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itself to create dissonant form; not merely monadic wholes, but monads that cannot
remain whole. It presents, with incomprehensible intensity, a fundamental challenge to the
world as it is, promising—or threatening—another reality, the refracting mirror of our own.


