
In my early 20s I was planning to become a prophet.  I had a desire to give 
birth to a work of art, or beyond art, that would trigger the apocalypse - an act of 
simultaneous destruction and salvation, sweeping away the chaff and instituting a 
permanent paradise on earth. This epic work would stand as a beacon or horizon for the 
new 21st century world order it had grounded.  I cared philosophy, music and art, and I 
wanted to make profound strides in all three domains while at the same time exploding 
the distinctions between them – producing something that was none and all three.  It 
seemed to me that unapologetic grandiosity was something valuable in itself in a culture 
where, despite appearances to the contrary, people more and more feel powerless and 
culture functions as a way for them to find comfort in resembling one another.  I.e., I was 
a Nietzschean.  After some maturation the vision was narrowed and the ambition 
softened: I would produce a gesamtkunstwerk incorporating black metal, contemporary 
classical music, performance art and speculative philosophy, along with a prophetic 
element existing problematically beyond art, culture or thought. I named this project 
Liturgy, or Transcendental Black Metal.  Part of the urge came from my experience of 
creativity as a violent yet loving spiritual force which in its healthiest form was not 
tethered to any domain, and which featured at its essence an ethical component which 
contradicted the world of the present. An "untimely" prophetic voice.   It followed form 
this experience that I felt it was important that the work not easily pass through any 
already-existing distribution channel.  I saw the differentiation and specialization in our 
world as a sort of fallenness - a malaise.  I was in the business of totality and 
redemption.  The fact that we really do live in world characterized by specialization, 
differentiation and expertise posed a problem.  Navigating these worlds without 
succumbing to any one of them and existing in each with a different identity became 
part of -  almost the most important part of - the project.    Here I’ll write about what it’s 
been like to nomadically traverse the worlds of metal, art rock, "serious music", the 
artworld, the contemporary philosophy scene, the "indie rock" music industry - living in 
the illegal interstice between worlds, relating to each as a stranger.

Future genererations will group modernity and so-called postmodernity 
together as sub-eras of the Romantic period.  Romanticism  - or what I prefer to call 
Transcendentalism - is just as much the horizon of meaning today as it was in the 19th 
century.  The two main features of the Transcendental era are: 1. With the cultures of 
the world shredded to pieces by capital, the experimentation and recombination of 
values systems from all eras and places becomes possible. If there’s a crisis in 
meaning, there’s also a vertigo of potential. 2. The highest ethic is transformation itself, 
shedding skin, self-overcoming, the phase transition, crossing the threshold, taking a 
task all the way to the end, which will likely be failure and destruction.  My great musical 
hero was the Russian post-Romantic composer and mystic Alexander Scriabin. He died 
before he was able to complete what would have been his (and our) final work: 
Mysterium, a sound-and-light tone poem which, upon its premiere on the bank of the 
Danube, would crack open the sky and bring our fallen world to an end. I wanted to 
shoot for something similar.   The starting point for me was synthesis of all the forms I 
loved, extracting the Transcendental core of each.  For reasons which I’ll unpack, I 
thought that black metal – the violent, extreme form of metal that came into its own in 
Norway during the early 1990s  – was the common denominator, a form which, if 



inflected in a certain way, could hold everything in productive tension.  There was a 
synthetic aspect to this at the level of materials, styles I loved, heros, etc., and there 
was an apophatic aspect with regard to actually working in the world, the distribution, 
transmission, reaction involved in making an offering to the Other.  

  At the purely musical level, I wanted to create a bridge between Romantic 
music, emblematized by Scriabin,  with and the late-20th-century European avant-
grade, emblematized by Scelsi.  I felt that these regimes shared a source: the mysticism 
of excess.  Whether tonal or purely sonic, the aim was a build towards a cosmic pineal-
eye-opening orgasm. I was also of course interested in rock, on which I'd grown up: 
metal, art rock, hardcore, post-punk. I loved Swans and Glenn Branca especially, and I 
felt I could sense the same Transcendental energy in these figures. Black metal felt like 
an appropriate vessel for the synthesis between all of these influences because while it 
was a contemporary form using rock instrumentation, the style had Transcendentalism 
in its fiber - direct invocations of Nietzsche and Wagner,  always some kind of 
relationship to nature's unbearable unfathomable power, a sense of the sublime, and 
use of Romantic musical techniques, especially modulation across distant keys.  
Already it was a reactivation of Romanticism using rock instrumentation and sound 
experiments that were resonant with IRCAM experiments, but I wanted to make these 
resonance more explicit and to deepen them.

I also believed I could use black metal to synthesize music with philosophy.  
My major at Columbia - and my main interest - was philosophy.  I chafed at the way we 
had to study it at school, though.  I hated the “linguistic turn” and critique – whether that 
meant the reigning postanalytic culture in the Anglophone world, or the anti-
metaphysical literary studies text-oriented post-structuralism in Europe.  To me 
philosophy had to be vital above all else.  I fantasized about developing a speculative 
metaphysics with powerful ethical implications.  The thinkers I most admired were those 
philosopher-poets who did not have their training in philosophy, like Bataille and 
Nietzsche. Deleuze was very important to me, but I saw him as a speculative 
metaphysician – I dissociated him from his post-structuralist milieu.   The idea from the 
Nietzsche-Deleuze lineage that mattered to me was that of affirmation beyond nihilism.  
I decided to rewrite Nietzsche’s genealogy of western history into the history of extreme 
metal.  For Nietzsche,  post-Christian moralism/nihilism was the nadir of ressentiment 
and Zarathustra was the figure or joyful transcendence on the other side of the void - 
armed with the philosophy of the eternal return as instrument.  I posited a similar 
trajectory for the history of metal, with Scandinavian black metal as the lowest point of a 
trajectory towards nihilism, and Liturgy and Transcendental Black Metal as the 
Zarathustra-like transformation, a shedding of skin, a flailing affirmation.  And the means 
for Liturgy was a special veil-of-maya-rending drumming technique which I named the 
burst beat.  So I wrote a manifesto for this project and pulled a band together to play the 
music.

  Though there were times I considered going for a Ph.D. in philosophy in 
composition, or perhaps an MFA in fine art, I did not consider these options very 
seriously or for very long.  I wanted to be in "the real world".  Perhaps an important fact 
about the present is that an elite education today does not profoundly alter one's taste.  



It is harder to be arrogant.  When I began to listen to Scelsi, it didn’t replace my love of 
Satanic Warmaster, it simply supplemented it.   It is a truism that in contemporary times 
the distinction between high culture and popular culture is being ruptured.  I think that 
this phenomenon certainly affected me.    I had a certain suspicion of what the 
university would do to me.  I did not want to become a sort of caged, trained house pet.  
This was particularly an issue for music, because of a tendency specific to music which 
goes against the general trend of the flattening of distinctions.  Serious music has not 
had the same smooth transition into engagement with popular culture as fine art has.  In 
the 60s it became possible for art to engage with the culture industry without being 
sucked in by it.  The result is that contemporary art has wide relevance across the 
society.  For music, that hasn't really happened.  The boundary between "popular" and 
"serious" is not so permeable, and "serious" music is in danger of turning into an ivory 
tower ghetto where composers write pieces only for one another, reflecting only the 
recent past of composition itself along with technological innovations that make new 
sounds possible.   That was not attractive to me.

But if the university was not the proper place, it was not so obvious that there 
was some other place which was more appropriate.  This band was more of a 
performance art project, a cultural earthwork or a social sculpture.  First of all, the point 
of the manifesto was the act of daring or of declaration: "thus it shall be" –  "I have 
broken the history of metal in two" and so on.  The master signifier.  The content was 
secondary to that, though this was hard to communicate that to a general audience.  
Not that there's any such thing as a general audience anyway.  Even within the sphere 
of rock, there was no natural territory for the band, no comfortable home.  Socially I was 
most closely involved with the art rock scene in Brooklyn, and began doing 
performances in D.I.Y. spaces.  It was never an obvious fit. But then when we released 
our first record, Renihilation, it was on an underground black metal label based on the 
west coast called 20 Buck Spin.  The music was disseminated on the internet to the 
small but profoundly global and internet-based black metal scene,  with no transmission 
of what kinds of shows we were playing at home or what my background was in 
composition and philosophy.  We were two different bands, one in a local scene, a 
different one in a virtual global scene.  

But due to this schism, strange things began to happen.  I had an opportunity 
to connect to the philosophy or theory community when I was approached about doing a 
performance at the first annual Black Metal Theory Symposium.  This was a place 
where continental philosophy lovers - people who were into Deleuze and Badiou just 
like me - were trying to stage an encounter between theory and black metal.  I was 
overjoyed that somewhere else in the world these two were being united – I said no to 
the performance and instead presented my Transcendental Black Metal manifesto. 
Following this the manifesto was published and people began to connect the dots.  It 
spread like wildfire on the internet, mostly creating a scandal - I and my project were 
unacceptable to the black metal scene. I became a pariah.  Message boards blazed 
with invective.   People really hated me.  "He has no right to dictate the history of black 
metal" etc.  But this scandal raised the profile of the band outside the black metal 
community.  We signed to a venerable indie rock label, Thrill Jockey, to release our 
second record, Aesthethica.  Bewilderingly, articles appeared in publications like The 



New York Time, The New Yorker, and Spin declaring the birth of  a new era, a “third 
wave” of black metal in the USA, with Liturgy as its crest.  I began seeing my language 
in print - discussions about the meaning of "the burst beat", "hyperborean black metal" 
and "transcendental black metal".   The irony is that there was no such third wave, and 
to the extent that there was, Liturgy wasn't much of a part of it.  But the declarations, the 
terms, the diagrams created a basis for discussion, debate, and so on.  I became very 
interested in the collective aspect of the project, the way that major media organs and 
17 year olds living in front of their desktops were helping to give body to Transcendental 
Black Metal by generating emotions, judgments and text. 

Next the art world got interested - I did interviews for a few publications and we 
began doing performances at lower east side galleries and so on, culminating in a 
performance  MoMA as part of a performance art residency with the group Grand 
Openings.  I delivered my manifesto once again at MoMA next to the Eurasian Siberian 
Symphony piece by Joseph Beuys - my other major hero beside Scriabin.  This felt 
more natural, in a way, than any other event in the band's history, though I don't think it 
was any better understood in this context. If Liturgy is something like an art project, it's 
one that has nothing to do with what's currently going on in art.

In other words, what has happened is a sort of game involving touching so 
many bases, making a connection to all the various worlds that the band could - but 
always as an outsider, as misunderstood, as a curiosity.  To come full circle, I  received 
a 2012 residency at Issue Project Room, an institution in New York supporting serious 
music.   It is one thing to draw influence from different disciplines, it is something else to 
actually engage all the different worlds from which one's influences spring in the present 
- I mean the actual cultures or institutions.  Liturgy has been necessarily misunderstood 
in every context it has been connected to - always on the verge of death and on the 
verge of resurrection as something else.   Along the way, I was thinking of it as a sort of 
real-time real-life opera, with a residual libretto of videos, interviews, message board 
wars and press releases.  Like Barry Lyndon I would traverse all sorts of 
incommensurable identities, synthesizing and diagonalizing in a spiral towards an 
impossible solar threshold.  There's been something exhilarating about that, but it is 
also tiring, lonely and ultimately unsustainable.  Looking back, the whole project seems 
naive and Faustian, but if nothing else it is an interesting sign of the times.


