MUSIC AND PSYCHOANALYSIS: A POSSIBLE INTERFACE




Is not music as much involved with what is not music as is speech 



with what is not speech?  Charles Seeger [1977:107]
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ABSTRACT
The main purpose of this article is to investigate the application of psychoanalytic ideas to music, so as to develop a  frame  of reference for a possible  unconscious dimension.of this activity : 1. psychoanalysis as part of the well known discussion concerning language versus music;2. Freud's attitude towards music; 3. what are the pleasures of music ? ; 4. music and superego functions, 'oceanic feelings', death and madness ; 5. Schumman's Dichterliebe, (song 1) 6. tonality and expectancy  7. music, loss, identification, and fantasy; 7. musicians, Little Hans, sublimation and narcisism 8. "fort-da" processes and pleasure producing techniques; 9. music as a love-object and hypnosis; 10. Candomblé music, absolute pleasure and  the primal father. 

A possible unconscious dimension of music may be conceived as a reaction against loss, an encounter with a love-object (through a kind of fort-da process), sustained by the impossible scenery of absolute pleasure and protected by an identification with the primal father. Maintained by an intrinsic relationship with the mechanisms of pleasure in music, this identification works at the same time against complete dissolution, something accomplished by components which emphasize control of perceptual experience and construction of structures and hierarchies away from ecstasy, in the direction of analytic, rationalistic thinking.

The relationship between music and speech has already produced a large amount of literature, generating several different approachs and sometimes  wide disagreement. The question, which is an old one, converges in this century around the investigation  of meaning in music and  the possibility of transposing  developments in the areas of Linguistics and Semiology  to music.  Seeger [1977:16] is also a major reference, with the basic idea that both music and speech are compositional processes leading to different kinds of knowledge. Music knowledge would not be entirely communicable by speech. How can we deal with  this unspeakable dimension of music?  Is it a central or a rather subsidiary attribute ? How can we distinguish that which has not yet found a representation in speech from that which  apparently refuses to find one ?(1)
I have become increasingly interested in the possible connections between music and psychoanalysis, regarding the former questions, specially because this branch of investigation, among other things, has developed ways to deal with the unspeakable dimension of speech knowledge itself. The fluctuation of meaning in a chain of associations, enables psychoanalists to deal with language as a non-conventional activity as far as meaning is concerned. Would it be possible to find an interdisciplinary link between these thoughts and music concepts, resisting some "worn out"   analogies between analytic procedures and unconscious processes ? (2) 

According to Spender [1980]  the various contributions of psychoanalysts to the present topic "do not make a coherent whole", something that could perhaps be attributed to Freud's comparative neglect of music. But what was Freud's attitude towards music ?  One possible answer is presented at the beginning of his  The Moses of Michelangelo [1914-209]:


"I may  say  at once  that  I  am  no  conoisseur in  art,  but  simply a layman  ... Nevertheless, 
works of art do exercise a powerful effect on me, especially those 
of literature and sculpture, 
less often of painting. This has occasioned me, when I have been contemplating such things, 
to spend a long time before them trying to apprehend them in my own way, i.e. to explain to 
myself what their effect is due to. Wherever I cannot do this, as for instance with music, 
I am almost incapable of obtaining any pleasure.Some rationalistic, or perhaps analytic, 
turn of mind in me rebels against being moved by a thing without knowing why I am thus 
affected and what it is that affects me."

These are extremely interesting remarks, because Freud doesn't deny being affected by music, he is only disturbed by not knowing how it works. In his case, so he says, this will destroy any further possibility of pleasure!  But perhaps what Freud describes as an idiosyncrasy is an important part of what music listening is about, being moved by a thing without knowing why one is thus affected, and what it is that affects. If that is the case, the interaction with music would require a prior submission to this rule, generating a considerable distance between speech and music, a kind of protective shield against  speech knowledge, including psychoanalysis. 

It should also be noted that  important questions are being suggested, and that they remain  up-to-date:  what are the pleasures of music, how they operate ?  what is the nature of musical enjoyment ? This is an important contribution, since speech knowledge about music rarely poses  questions about  the nature of musical pleasures. In order to do so,  a theory about pleasure would have to be invoked. It is amazing to see how music theory deals with pleasure, or at least with the control of pleasure, without raising explicit questions about it. Voice-leading and harmonic progression, for instance (and everything implied by them), deal with controlling movement and proximity to a tonal (desired) goal. Cadences are pregnant with pleasure ! Any important musical idea is in fact intrinsically related to the production of pleasure, but music theory has traditionally avoided raising these uncomfortable questions by concentrating on the description of the structure "out there" . It has also developed itself as a prescriptive discipline. It informs how one is supposed to do things. One of the important achievements of Schenkerian theory seems to be  precisely the description of processes which are not really "out there"; it tends to inform about  "inside" criteria, something which has already been described as structural hearing.  

Several psychoanalysts have defended the idea that music seems to be protected against the danger of verbal articulation, granting its users (listeners, performers, composers) a very special kind of freedom, which in turn becomes an effective source of pleasure (3).  The presence of music would invite evasion from the verbal domain, leading to a benign regression, which means that the superego functions of control would naturally decrease. These ideas seem to regard music as a defense mechanism (sublimation), but this is obviously not enough to portray what music is about. The tendency is clearly described by Spender [1980]: 

.
"...Some theorists dwell on the capacity of music to facilitate regression to such primary 
experience as the 'magic of movement' (Sterba,1939). In responding to this evocation of 
motion in music the listener may enjoy a reverberation of the primary state  of  boundlessness  
between  self and  outer  reality.  Kohut  and Levarie  (1950) characterized some musical 
enjoyment as inducting, in Freud's words,  'oceanic feelings' and a sense of 'magical 
omnipotence'and 'rhythm as mediating a kinaesthetic discharge of tension'." 

More recent psychoanalytic literature [Lacan] describes another type of superego function which is paradoxically related to instigating pleasure, unlimited pleasure (4) . The presence of music would favor this latter kind of superego function. The possibility of dissolving oneself, losing one's identity in the oceanic environment, is no doubt  part of the appeal of music. From the standpoint of desire this may also be interpreted as an invitation for absolute pleasure, which appears in the oedipian outlook of neurosis, represented by the possibility of madness or death (hysteric or obsessive point of view respectively). The mirage of absolute pleasure, the idea of death, the dissolution of one's identity, all belong to a component in music listening, which may be classified as 'passive',  in the sense that it aims at a  dissolution of resistances. A contrary tendency would involve the acquisition of control over perceptual experience,  the focus of interest being the construction of structures and hierarchies, away from dissolution.  These two modes of listening, reinforce each other, so that, the more one is developed, the more the other becomes attractive.(5) 
The relationship between music and death in romantic music, for instance, can be commented  along these lines: 

Ex.1.

Is there a better treatment of love than in Schumann's Dichterliebe (song 1) ? And yet the intensity of love seems to bring about something quite different from it, its contrary as a matter of fact, the impossibility of love. The poem, contains already this contradiction. The analogy between nature and the human lover ("Als alle Knospen sprangen", when all the buds were bursting) ends up much less confidently in "Sehnen und Verlangen" (longing and desire). If this analogy fails, and desire remains unfullfilled,  the contrast between nature and the lover may become unbearable, just as death opposes life. Death is an implicit idea, it depends precisely on the reversal of the analogy (...when all the buds were bursting, I could not love, I was dying...). The music is perfect to portray this ambiguity. Intense love may become death ! The central strategy is obviously the ambiguity of key , f# minor (absent tonic triad) or A major (doesn't explain the sequence b minor/C # 7, which is obviously preparing a missing f# minor) ? Schumann is equating the impossibility of love with the impossibility of tonal (and also linear) resolution. This is also confirmed by a high frequency of suspensions and appoggiaturas as observed by Komar [1971], giving a characteristic sonority of delay to the whole song. A number of other compositional choices reinforce the picture of this double scenery, one of the best being the clash between D major(g natural as an appoggiatura of f#) and the f# minor atmosphere of m.12, brought about by a desperate g#. (6)    

The expectancy of pleasure (love,life ...) is so intensified in Schumman's song that it ends up connected with the expectancy of absolute pleasure, and the possibility of death. The compositional choice of insinuating a "missing" tonic chord, is the evidence of this intensification. The presence of a "false" Tonic (A major) reinforces the expectancy of the "real one". These ideas may be transposed to the general situation of Tonality,  which creates stability  exactly by moving away from a center, so that a return (expectancy) becomes possible. The significant connection between Freud's question about the pleasures of music, and music theory is precisely the concept of "expectancy",  or better, the  overdetermination of expectancies along the process of listening. And Tonality is a system of expectancies, derived from a model, the relationship between Dominant and Tonic, or better, derived from the possibility of unifying  the harmonic space as a set of distances measured in fifths. The curious fact that a long sustained note tends to be perceived as a Dominant instead of a Tonic, points to the priority of the expectancy over arrival (7). The arrival represents precisely a decrease in expectancy, an ideal moment for closure. The decision to abandon tonality in this century, and the desperate reaction against this decision, has to be understood from the standpoint of  loosing the possibility of pleasure. In this sense, Schumann's song was a prophecy. (8)

Schenkerian analysis emphasizes precisely the role of expectancy when it decides to ignore the contiguity of the "surface", connecting in the background level events which were far apart in the music.Cook [1987-221] believes that Freud's thinking had some influence on Schenker and his "hidden" fundamental structure, and this seems to be an important point for further investigation. The Urlinie represents an expectancy, selected from many other possibilities, some of which belong to the intermediate levels of reduction. We are dealing with a hierarchy of expectancies. Psychoanalysis also works with unexpected contiguities, as the fundamental rule of free association indicates. Free association becomes not free at all, but a measure of overdetermination.

The decrease of verbal (superego) control favors the production of fantasy, which may be described as a way to place oneself in the presence of a desired (absent) object. In the schematic situation of progressing from "being the object" (prior to diferentiation between ego and object, child and breast) to "having it" (which is only possible after loss), the child experiences two intermediate steps. The first,  which is the loss itself, and another one, extremely important as a source of fantasy , in which the child identifies himself with the lost object ("I am that which I lost" , "I am there with it"). Music brings about this unconscious possibility of recovering the object, or better, of being there with it. It promotes consequently a potential identification between listener and  object, that may very well be described as a narcisistic relationship. The listener is invited to love music, because he is permitted to develop fantasy through it, avoiding at least partially, loss. When the listener loves the music, the boundaries between them tend  to disappear, favoring dissolution as discussed above. The relationship between music and the denial of loss is a major theme of Brousselle's [1979] article, a remarkable effort to approach music with  psychoanalytic ideas .

The relationship between a performer and his instrument reflects very much this process of identification, as if the body was extended to include the instrument, which then functions as an erogenous zone. It is well-known the high number of psychosomatic cases in musicians, involving the  parts of their bodies used while playing. The same situation imagined with composers becomes less simple. What could be considered as "erogenous zones" for a composer are  musical ideas. Nevertheless, the fact that his "production" is "offered" to  listeners and performers, make it possible to develop a connecting line between composition and anality, this without contradicting Segal's [1979] idea of describing artistic creation as a psychic equivalent of procreation. The classical situation of crisis involving composers which stop "producing" for long periods of time, could very well be approached from this point of view. (9) 

Music education should strive hard to understand the role of sublimation in the process of preparing musicians. The case of "Little Hans" should have been already thoroughly investigated from this standpoint, since he moved from phobia to music after the treatment with Freud [1909]. There is a huge gap between Educational theory and psychoanalysis, and music education makes no exception. Nevertheless , the music professor is basically someone who is able to assist successfully the sublimation of his pupils. In other words, he is someone capable of deriving pleasure from it.  The quite common case in which the students are forced to become imitators of their masters, must not be considered  "successful", although this process seems to be so generalized in the area of performance that one has to be careful in order to draw a line between the imitation that castrates and the ones which do not .The basic idea of deriving pleasure from the successful sublimation of pupils is usually  forgotten as an important aspect of musical instruction. Again, the theoretical background involves the ego ideal as a central manager of the process, connecting narcisism and sublimation.  (10)  

Pleasure is inextricably related to the possibility of recognizing (recovering) something.  The identification which has already been mentioned between listener and music object (love-object), depends heavily on time processes, a distinguishing attribute of music anyway. Through identification, the time line of composition becomes a possible time line of the listener, so that expectancies may be generated. The possibility of equating the listener's expectancies with something out there is the very  possibility of music, and the invitation for unconscious expectancies to take part in the activity,  the theme of this article. Through the concept of musical expectancy it becomes possible to speak of a chain of appearances and disappearances,  a kind of "fort-da" process, like the one described by Freud [1920], in Beyond the Pleasure Principle  , as a fundamental concept for music.  (11)
The possibility of building recurring patterns of accents (metric structure), can be described as a way to create a continuous chain of appearances and disapperances. The interaction between this chain and a different one generated by grouping (rhythmic structure), accounts for the reproduction of the polarity appearance-disappearance in another hierarchical level. The hierarchical structure of musical time, projects and amplifies the original identification (listener-love object- music object) in multiple levels. The polarity dissonance-consonance is a similar situation, generating systems of expectancies, and probabilities of expectancies, as discussed above in relation to tonality. Thematic transformation also lends itself to the same comparison.. The basic idea presented here is that the distance between appearance and disappearance establishes the space  in which  pleasure producing techniques will operate, generating a hierarchy of expectancies. An expectancy is fullfilled by the presence of something. Being in the presence of that expected something is the basis for ecstasy in music. (12)
The dismissal of verbal articulation may very well be considered a situation analogous to hypnosis, and to the attitude of "being in love" as described by Freud in Group Psychology and the analysis of the Ego [1921]. In this situation the love-object is idealized and occupies the place of the ego ideal (13). The music produced by the "flutist of Hammelin"  hypnotizes rats, and later in the tale, children. The role of hypnosis at the beginning of Freud's career is always mentioned as an introduction to free association. Nevertheless, some other important concepts and developments relate to it, such as transference or the study on group psychology. The command to "sleep" in hypnosis implies an order to withdraw all interest from the world, concentrating it on the person of the hypnotist. Music asks something akin to that, by its very nature, rendering visual input superflous. The hypnotist would awaken in the subject, part of his archaic heritage. Hypnosis is thus described as having a component which revives the primal father, something that could also be related to  the experience of music, if we recall the submission rule of being affected without much control of what it affects. 

The concept of the primal father, presented in Totem and Taboo [1912-13] relates to the previous investigation of the Oedipus complex. Freud himself presents a description of the idea and its origins  in An Autobiographical Study [1925, p.67-69]. The contradictory feelings involved in the ambivalent father-complexes of children and neurotic patients, gain an "historical", or perhaps better, "cultural" perspective with this concept. 


"The father of the primal horde,  since he was an unlimited despot, had seized all the women 
for himself;  his sons, being dangerous to him as rivals, had been 
killed or driven away. One 
day, however, the sons came together and united to overwhelm, kill, and devour their father, 
who had been their enemy but also their ideal. After the deed they were unable to take over 
their heritage since they stood in one another's way."..."Now whether we suppose that such 
possibility was a historical event or not, it brings the formation of religion within the circle of 
the father-complex and bases it upon the ambivalence which dominates that complex."

The structure of individual psychology is thus connected to larger contexts .as this concluding remark from Totem and Taboo[p.156] demonstrates. The return of the primal father (after elimination) is considered fundamental for regilion and art:


"At the conclusion, then, of this exceedingly condensed inquiry, I should like to insist that 
its 
outcome shows that the beginnings of religion,  morals,  society and  art  converge in  the
Oedipus complex."

If we return to the connection which was being proposed between music and hypnosis, a perfect example of interaction between the two has to be considered, by examining  the candomblé tradition of Bahia-Brasil (which exhibits varying degrees of West African religious beliefs and practices).  The role of candomblé music  in the possession of the initiates by the orixá (deity), exemplifies the organic association between religion and music in that cultural context. Music, in this case (associated with dance),  becomes hypnotic, leading to trance. The deities are explicitly invoked and do "come down" to possess the bodies of initiates. The drums are responsible for calling them, and are respected as powerful entities. To be more precise, drumming and canticles work together. Drumming is usually done by three drummers; two of them reiterate regular rhythmc patterns, and a third one "improvises". The result is a fascinating combination of singing, accompanied by complex rhythmic patterns, controlled by a master drummer, who is usually in charge of the  improvised part.  His performance has a direct influence on the timing of trance.(14)

This direct influence of rhythmic activity on trance is certainly related to the specific characteristics of  rhythmic patterns . The alujá (deity-Xangô) is an impressive product of this tradition,  and may give us some hints about the nature of processes involved in this specific context. It shares with other patterns (like Igbin, deity - Oxalá) the same scheme of proportions, but its faster tempo makes it more effective as far as trance producing is concerned. 

Ex.2.

It displays a 12-pulse rhythm as its basic structure, a widely used rhythmic frame in African music. The choice of 12 as an iterative whole, enables regular subdivisions of 2,3  and 6 pulses.There are 14 attacks in the whole structure, so that two pulses of the total twelve contain two attacks. The relative position of these two "ornamented" pulses in the 12-pulse structure is of fundamental importance.It should be noted that the "motor behavior" is a crucial aspect of the pattern. There are seven units of right-left hand attacks. The motor unit consists of two pulses (two eight notes in our notation), and implies 6 subdivisions of the same length (6 x 2 = 12), fluctuating against the four "metric" groups of three units. But this is not exactly what happens. The implied sequence of two pulses is interrupted by an acceleration at pulses 5 and 12. The resultant is a logic and most unexpected solution, which puts in motion the following sets of durations:



2 + 2 + 1  +  2  + 2  + 2 + 1  =  12



5    +      7   =  12

It is amazing to uncover this delicious conflict between perceiving two equal halves (six pulses each), supported by metric accents, and two unequal halves ( 5 and 7 pulses) supported by rhythmic accents, produced as a consequence of the ornamented pulses. The energy produced by this conflict is part of what enables the pleasure of repetition (indispensable for ecstasy) in this music,  without  loss of interest. The result is certainly related to nonlinearity, as Kramer [1988] defines it, involving an oscillation of proportions. The categorization of musical time in candomblé music, which is a question that transcends this article, reflects this search of ecstasy and eternity. The lowest hierarchic level (that of fixed drumming) deals in fact with two conflicting linear goals projected in a time continuum. The repetition of the single rhythmic phrase, creates another level, emphasizing vertical time, since there is no distinction as to the degree of closure presented by any single unit. The improvised drumming, which is usually slower, will connect with singing, establishing some criteria (improvised) for closure and  bringing back linear goals. The situation is quite interesting because  from a low level goal-directed linear time, one moves to vertical time, and then at the highest level back to linear goals. Eternity seems to be captured by these two extreme limits, in analogy with the bodies of initiates which receive the  orixás. The combination between improvisation and fixed patterns, the metric-rhythmic conflict, and the appeal of singing are usually irresistible as far as invoking the deities.  

As a matter of fact, it is a situation of sheer proximity to divinity. It contrasts sharply with Christian religions, due to the fact that the initiates become deities themselves.  Even so, the creator of the Universe (Olorun) is not supposed to "come down", only his ministers, the deities mentioned above, are acessible. The relationship with  what Freud described as the primal father is very transparent in this context. We could say that he - the only one entitled to absolute pleasure (according to Lacan) - is invoked, so that one is able to identify with him "safely", through music. The fact that Olorun is not supposed to come down, confirms the danger of his presence. He is only available through his representatives. In other words, this music is dealing with the impossible desire of "total satisfaction";  one is protected against the destructive nature of this desire by an identification with the  primal father, the distance provided by the use of ministers, and all the prescriptive ritual that accompanies the ceremony. Is this specific of candomble music, or could we consider it as an "archaic model" , potentially valid for other musics as well ?

The ancient organic association between music and religion seems to favor the idea that the unconscious  reference to a  primal father is quite a common trait of many different music contexts. We defend the idea that this identification becomes  structural as a result of its association with the mechanisms of pleasure, of ecstasy through sounds. How could we deny the paralel with the organ music of J.S. Bach ? Later, when the idea of collectivity substituted religion, there are we again with the implicit presence of a primal father. The spirit of Beethoven's symphonies (the references to mankind) could be thought along these lines;  or Le Sacre du Printemps, with a sacrificial dance, for whom ? The sacrifice is obviously related to the atmosphere of transgression (rhythmic, harmonic...) that the music creates. The customary association between music and power (kings, popes, nations, industry, mass-media ...) reinforce the interpretation. The presence of drama in music , the need of opposing forces, appearances and disappearances, the need of repetition, the significant discharge of tension that accompanies the return to the "home key" in the recapitulation of sonata form, all seem to point in the same direction. 

A possible unconscious dimension of music then, may be conceived as a reaction against loss, an encounter with a love-object (through a kind of fort-da process), sustained by the impossible scenery of absolute pleasure and protected by an identification with the primal father. This identification  may very well be the source of  movement away from complete dissolution and ecstasy, something accomplished by emphasizing control of perceptual experience and construction of structures and hierarchies, in the direction of analytic, rationalistic thinking, described above as a fundamental component of music listening. This would become, as a matter of fact,  the basis for the extensive prescriptive literature of "rules" for composition, counterpoint, harmony... with its structural impossibility of discussing the elemensts of the opposed component, controlled by pleasure, ecstasy, hypnosis, dissolution...

NOTES

1. The branch of semiotic (music) analysis is a possible example, as in the works of Nattiez [1975] and Ruwet [1972] . Other directions include the 'linguistic trees' of Lerdahl and Jackendoff [1983], the investigation of meaning in music by Meyer [1967], or a recent discussion on music as  narrative, Maus [1991], Kramer [1991]. 

2. The description of thematic processes as "subconscious" by Reti [1951-223] illustrates the tendency in motivic analysis to use psychoanalytic concepts without much consistency.  Much more consistent but still unconvincing  is Sabbeth's [1979] article relating Freud's theory of jokes to Schenker's linear analytic approach .

3.Bardas [1919] and Kohut [1956].  

4.Nasio [1988] presents quite didatically the concept of superego in Freud and Lacan.

5. Friedmann [1990] , illustrates the point by stating that "there are two strategies for gaining access to twentieth-century music: one can use enhanced instinctual responses to music to replace a habitual adhrence to expectations based exclusively on older music; and one can refine the mind-ear apparatus, to give intellctual support to the instinctual, aural ability."
6.Komar[1971] proposes a very unique Ursatz  for this song,  ending with a b sustained by a C#7 chord. Tonality also organizes the linear space. The definition of tonal centers through linear techniques is an ancient procedure, that existed long before the organization of the vertical dimension as a system of harmonic relationships. 

7. The possibility of accompanying the beating of a metronome (synchronization), as described by Fraisse [1982], presents another example in which anticipation (expectancy) is a decisive component. The response is produced at the same time as the appearance of the stimulus, which means that  the motor command is anticipated . The subject works with the time interval between the stimulus, and not with the stimulus itself. 

8. What is being proposed by post-tonal music is in fact a change of plesure producing techniques. How much of it depends purely on transgression or on the establishment of new systems ?

9. Critical judgment in these situations is usually very intense,  leading to the conclusion that production becomes impossible because of superego interference.   

10. According to Nasio [1988] , sublimation is only possible with the participation of the ego ideal, which will indicate the direction to be pursued. This can only happen after a narcisistic step, when the energy directed to the object returns to the ego, creating therefore conditions for sublimation. 

11. Although expectancy is easily understood as essential in a linear time context, it is also fundamental for the other (non-linear)  categorizations of time (moment time and vertical time). The idea of fort-da processes as a basic psychological music concept  appears in Brousselle [1979] and Tabacof [1992].   

12. The identification with the music-object is certainly very intense as far as timbe is concerned. Vocal music has always depended on that .

13.This has also to be considered as a serious factor regarding the socialization of musical values, something that ethnomusicology is so eager to describe. If a number of individuals put the same object in the place of their ego ideal,  they will consequently identify themselves with one another in their ego. The rule for group formation is the same used for the dissemination of musical objects. 
14. For more information about Candomblé music, see Béhague [1984]. 
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