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Introduction


Some love songs strike a chord with a strength that takes one by surprise. They unexpectedly transport us to places and people we have loved, still love, or dream of, and sometimes regret loving. Part of the emotional impact comes from the shock of experiencing a slice of one's personal life conjured up by the voice of a stranger, as evoked in Roberta Flack's hit Killing Me Softly with His Song (Fox, Gimbel, & Lieberman, 1972). Part of the enjoyment is realising that the emotion is shared and that one is not alone. A love song may bring to mind an intimate moment for a particular listener, but the reason it is “popular” is that it speaks to many. It is both private and public and occupies a place in the collective memory of a nation or a culture.


The weaving of what is personal and what is shared is also a characteristic of psychotherapy in general, and of couple psychotherapy in particular. Each case that a psychotherapist has the privilege of hearing in the privacy of the consulting room is unique. Yet it presents issues that are common to many.


Love songs and the narratives couples bring to therapy are not always declarations of love. What they convey may be hurt, resentment, hatred. This book considers the power of popular love songs to trigger emotion and capture what is at the heart of couple dynamics. Songs are thought



about through the lens of couple therapy rather than considered as the subject of a musical or literary analysis. Some songs are looked at in more detail than others and the choice of songs is undisguisedly subjective. On occasion, a title alone is enough to prompt associations connected to a particular couple or couple issue. Clinical vignettes and case studies illustrate the couple issues that are raised. In songs, music and words—the non-verbal and the verbal—combine to create a unit. In couples, two people create a unit that combines togetherness and individuality, a blend that poses a challenge. The dilemma of how to be emotionally dependent on another without losing oneself underlies many issues that couples bring to therapy and is the stuff of many love songs. Its management results in different dynamics that the chapters of this book identify and which place partners in couples on a spectrum going from too close to too far apart. A psychoanalytic understanding of the connections between early, primary relationships and those formed in adulthood sheds light on the experiences of couples. In order to clarify these connections, some fundamental psychoanalytic concepts relating to child development are presented in the early chapters and referred to throughout.


At this point, I would like to say a word about my psychoanalytic approach to the material, particularly in view of the importance given in what follows to the primary relationship between infant and caregiver and its impact on adult couple relationships.


Contemporary psychoanalysis points to the limitations of a theory based on a traditional heterosexual nuclear family model. Shelley Nathans writes:


Clearly, there is a lag between psychoanalytic theory and the reality of present-day family relations, where many families are not composed of two parents, one of whom identifies as male, the other as female. (2022, p. 25)


However, I strongly second Nathans’ suggestion that some of the fundamental concepts of psychoanalysis, in particular in relation to the importance given to the relationship between the infant and the primary caregiver and to the oedipal situation, should be revitalised rather than rejected.




So first, a point of semantics. In view of present-day family set-ups and means of procreation, the relationship which we refer to with the primary caregiver should be understood to take place regardless of the caregiver's gender or biological link to the baby. This applies even when, as we shall see in some of the literature, the words “mother” or “maternal” are used. This is not to say that the experience of the foetus in the womb is irrelevant. It is in itself significant, whether the primary caregiver and object of postnatal attachment is the baby's birth mother or not.


Second, the psychoanalytic view of child development is historically anchored in Western society. It is based on observation of the interactions between infant and caregiver in a society where focusing on individual development prevails over learning to conform to a communal environment. Cultural differences and values are also reflected in the rules relating to how couples are formed and behave in different societies.


Differences are important and should be acknowledged and respected, and social contexts taken into consideration. The theoretical model this book rests on puts forward that the infant's relationship to the primary caregiver, be it an individual or a community, is fundamental, because it is in this interaction that trust in the other does or does not develop. As for the notion of a couple, it refers in the following pages to a committed dyadic relationship, the rules of which may vary.


The first chapter touches on some of the relevant literature and sets a background for the clinical material gathered from “listening to couples” in my consulting room. Each of the following six chapters focuses on a particular couple dynamic or issue and the song/s and couple/s that relate to it. Clinical vignettes and case studies are either composites based on work with several couples presenting with similar concerns, or pieces which clients have authorised and which have been written with full respect for the protection of privacy. For ease of reading, rather than the repeated use of “he or she” when referring to an infant or child in general terms, “she” and “he” are used alternately throughout.


A playlist is available on digital streaming services to listen to while reading. To access the links, visit karnacbooks.com and search for the book record by title, author or catalogue number 97939.















CHAPTER 1


Connections


In the beginning…


The journey starts with two lives in one body. Through the protective amniotic fluid, sounds are heard: the rhythm of a heartbeat, the melody of a voice. Then from inside to outside, and the cord is cut. Being inside the other is lost forever and the process of relating to another begins.


Music and songs


Throughout history to this day, and all around the world, music has played an important role in rituals and celebrations. The oldest manmade musical instrument found by archaeologists is a 60,000 years old flute made from the bone of an animal (Grimbert, 1996, p. 71; Rogers, 2022, p. 21). According to neuroscientists Assal Habibi and Antonio Damasio (2014), there is a range of evidence indicating that music has a special place in neural functioning, including the predictability with which music leads to feelings, as well as the fact that early humans engaged in the practice of music and that diverse human cultures across the globe seek and participate in musical activity. According to Iain McGilchrist (2009), music is probably a precursor of language, a very



early means of communication with others arising in the right hemisphere of the brain, before language eventually developed in the left hemisphere.


In the womb, the foetus hears sounds from outside mother (voices, music) and from inside (mother's digestive organs and the rhythm of her heart). Belief that the foetus hears predates what modern science confirms: Philippe Grimbert (1996) describes how the Romani soothe a crying baby by tapping on a hat in the rhythm of a heartbeat to imitate the muffled sound heard in the womb. In The Sound of Being Human (2022), music journalist Jude Rogers writes that in 1987, Anthony DeCasper reported that the heartbeat of foetuses changed when they experienced different musical tones.


Evidence also shows that the newborn recognises the maternal voice heard in the womb. In “The personality of the foetus”, Lloyd deMause writes that “neonates can pick out their mothers’ voices from among other female voices and respond differently, with increasing sucking on a dummy, to familiar melodies they had heard in utero” (2002, p. 44). A non-verbal dialogue, initiated in utero, continues post-partum. According to psychoanalyst Judith Pickering:


The baby makes vocal intonations with a unique melodic contour which mother imitates, then baby imitates mother, and there is the birth of the first forms of dialogue, featuring back-and-forth imitative vocal exchanges. The baby feels heard and responded to, the mother also feels on the same wavelength as the little one, both feel at one with each other. (2015, p. 628)


When all goes well, the baby is immersed in what Didier Anzieu refers to as a “melodious bath” which acts as “a primary sound (echo) mirror” (1979, p. 31). The tone adults use when addressing an infant (babytalk or motherese) is itself musical. In addition, carers commonly sing to infants to comfort them or help them go to sleep.


Music soothes infants and enables adults to connect with the preverbal part of themselves that lived in unison with another while, as adults, remaining anchored in the present. This duality is at the heart of the pleasure we take in music and in songs.


Songs first appear to the human infant in the form of lullabies and nursery rhymes at a particular stage of development that sees the infant



gradually move from being merged with mother or primary caregiver to establishing herself as a separate individual being. According to M. D. Faber (1996), the post-Freudian psychoanalytic take on human psychological development provides the key to understanding the “pleasures of music”.


At first, a newborn or young infant cannot distinguish herself from her immediate environment consisting essentially of the primary caregiver who, themselves, are in a particular state that enables them to be attuned to their baby—a state that the psychoanalyst Donald W. Winnicott named “maternal preoccupation” (1956). While both are in this bubble, everything that baby wants is provided (sleep, food, and cuddles) more or less on demand. An illusion of omnipotence is thus created in the infant. This illusion and the feeling of safety that accompanies it play a crucial part in the development of the self. But equally crucial is the process of separating from the caregiver whose role it is to gradually disillusion the infant in order to help her to become more self-reliant. Soon, the infant experiences the caregiver's absence, for instance when she wakes up alone in the night, or has to wait to be fed. The infant learns that her well-being is dependent on the caregiver's presence and ability to respond to her needs, and mixed feelings develop, of love for the being who brings a perfect level of contentment, and hate for the being who leaves the helpless infant in a state of panic and distress. Bliss and terror, delight and rage alternate in the daily life of an infant, as clearly communicated by a baby's expression of absolute relaxation and contentment, or desperate screams and writhing body. In time, the infant will learn that the absent caregiver returns, and that it is possible to feel hate for the person one loves. This is reflected in the ability of adult partners in couple relationships to trust the other and accept their own ambivalence.


The passage from the world of perfect fusion and understanding to the reality of being a separate individual is not an easy, once and for all step. It is a lifelong process and its negotiation is at the heart of couple relationships. Margaret Mahler (Mahler et al., 1975) refers to the psychological birth of the individual as a separation–individuation process which remains active throughout the different phases of the life cycle. Jessica Benjamin (1990) adds that, concurrently, the subject gradually becomes able to recognise the other person's subjectivity, thus



developing the capacity for mutuality and tolerance of difference which is so essential to couple relationships.


To separate from the primary love object, who is the first receiver of the infant's attachment, substitute objects need to be found. According to Winnicott (1971), a normal stage of psychological development is the creation of a transitional space, in which the infant can get used to separating and individuating by transferring some of his attachment to the caregiver to a doll, a teddy bear, or a toy car, and play games in which he can practise and pretend to master the world around him. At the same time, language develops, enabling the young child to move away from the concrete nature of his needs to using words as symbols for the expression of his feelings and wants, helping to compensate for loss. The loved one is no longer part of oneself, but is still there, present in mind if not always in body, and can be communicated with through words as well as more discontinuous physical contact.


Art in general and songs in particular belong in this transitional space, characterised by what Faber describes as a state of “dual unity” (1996, p. 425), whereby play and symbolisation enable one to hold onto to the loved object as separate while simultaneously letting go of it as part of oneself.


At a stage when they are struggling to separate, infants delight in hearing nursery rhymes and lullabies endlessly repeated. As adults, we continue to enjoy the sonority of rhymes in poetry and songs. Faber observes that a characteristic of rhymes is that they are both similar and distinct. The vowels at the end of each line sound the same, while the consonants and the meaning of the lines differ:


Rhyme gratifies us or reassures us at the deepest level of response—the unconscious level—by engaging our delight in separation at the same time that it engages our delight in oneness and union. (1996, p. 427)


Songs also have rhythm, which deepens the gratification as it is reminiscent of the elemental, preverbal relation to mother, as far back as the womb. Rhythm—reassuring and familiar, or possibly disturbing if it is disruptive—links with the “sameness” of rhymes, while the melody that



may take us back to our individual past or make us dream of our future moves us away from a state of fusion.


[A]s we follow, as we indulge, as we explore, as we allow the melody to lead us on and into the land of affect…, we are accompanied by the rhythm, which holds our hand.” (ibid., p. 431)


Another powerful effect of music, also characterised by duality, is its ability to cause tension and release. In Emotion and Meaning in Music (1956), Leonard B. Meyer puts forward that the pleasure of listening to music has to do with our expectations. Listening to the same piece of music or song over and over again is pleasurable, the repetition of what is known being in itself a source of satisfaction. But we also get pleasure from our expectations being roused and not immediately fulfilled, a hypothesis that applies to various types of music. For example, live performers of the blues can engage the audience by making a piece last for much longer than what is anticipated, repeating the last verses endlessly, teasing and stretching the listener's expectation (tension) until at last a signal is given to the musicians and the song comes to an end (release). Similarly, a rhythm and blues piece such as Try a Little Tenderness (Otis Redding, 1966) can tease the listener and excite romantic and sexual desire, which is left live and unfulfilled as the song just gets quieter and quieter, giving the illusion that it never really ends. According to Roger Kennedy (2020), studies have indicated that the release of dopamine is linked to the anticipation of pleasure rather than to the pleasure itself.


Sometimes, expectation can be reactivated when it begins to flag. Rogers (2022) writes that:


songwriters often use tricks that try to transport our attention, like the semitone rise in key towards the end of Stevie Wonder's “You are the sunshine of my life”, or the whole-tone rise when the last chorus is repeated in the Beatles’ “Penny Lane”. (p. 57)


Voice also is a powerful trigger of emotion. Grimbert compares the impact on audiences of the falsetto voice, common to many pop singers, to that of singers like Farinelli (1705–1782) in the days when the castrati caused mass hysteria among female listeners (1996, p. 219). According to cognitive



psychologist David Huron, referred to in a programme on “Why you love the sound of falsetto” (www.insider.com):


when you hear high-pitched loud singing, your brain releases excitatory hormones that increase your arousal state and make you more attentive. So falsetto gets your attention…It also ignites your emotion.


Use of the falsetto voice to move the listener varies. Some singers use it almost constantly (Frankie Valli, the Bee Gees), whereas in hip hop and rap, it is contrast that catches our attention, the high-pitch voice often being at odds with the heavy message of the content.


In songs, the human voice and the lyrics add to the impact of instrumental music. The sound of words gives pleasure to the young child before their meaning is understood. But soon, as language is acquired, the stories they tell become part of the experience. For adult listeners, lyrics can be more or less important, but they are always indissociably linked to the music. The French novelist Annie Ernaux writes that even though she could not understand any of the words of the Platters or the Beatles, she used to listen to a record “three, five, ten times running, waiting for something that never happened…In songs one remains trapped in desire” (2021, p. 39).


Yet lyrics can make music more accessible to many and add to the evocative power of music. According to Grimbert (1996), Freud, who professed a strong dislike of music, had an interest in popular songs and was a fan of the French singer and cabaret performer Yvette Guilbert. He first heard her in 1889 when visiting Paris during an international congress on hypnotism and, after they were introduced years later, in 1926, they formed a lasting friendship. Guilbert was a star of the music hall, whose individual style seemed to appeal to audiences across the social scale. She was a “diseuse”, who often spoke her songs to music, and her repertoire was undeniably bawdy, combining a lust for life and a dark, macabre side, and went as far back as the twelfth century, a historical dimension that might have appealed to Freud. She sang in a clear, unencumbered voice and with perfect diction about triumphant adultery, wife swapping, alcoholics, and pimps. Although she led a conformist bourgeois private life, on stage she came across as fiercely



independent and had a commanding presence. She wore pale make-up, a low-cut long green dress, long black gloves, and a haughty expression, the subject of several paintings by Toulouse-Lautrec. Freud, who never went to concerts, attended her shows whenever she performed in Vienna, and had a photograph of her hanging in his study, next to those of Lou Andreas-Salomé and Marie Bonaparte.


In 1931, Yvette Guilbert, about to publish her third book, wrote to Freud for advice and asked him what he felt when listening to her sing. Mentioning two of her songs in his reply, he refers to:


the beautiful puzzle of why we shudder at “La Soularde” [The Drunkard] or say Yes with all our senses to the question: “Dites-moi si je suis belle?” [Tell me if I'm beautiful?]. But one knows so little about it all. (Freud, 1931, p. 403)


Freud evokes a physical and emotional response that he cannot explain. What he describes as a “shudder” is reminiscent of the “frisson effect”, that uncontrollable “goose bumps” response to art that neuroscientists have explored. According to Kennedy (2020):


Neuroimaging studies by Anne Blood and Robert Zatorre have shown that several brain areas show activity that correlates with the frisson effect—those areas involved with the brain's reward system, such as the nucleus accumbens, the ventral striatum, and the ventromedial orbitofrontal cortex. (pp. 112–113)


One reason for experiencing a “frisson” is the way a song can transport the listener in time. Rogers movingly describes how a song, coming on through a loudspeaker when she is Christmas shopping as an adult, triggers a very powerful memory of her father the way he looked when she was five and saw him for the last time before he died: “[The song] had arrived uninvited, with the full force of a tornado” (2022, p. 31). Songs and memory are closely linked. According to Rogers, Professor Petr Janata, of the University of California, discovered that “the medial prefrontal cortex…was responsible for tracking the movements of melodies in song” (2022, p. 35). He set up a study with some of his students listening to clips of songs under a fMRI scanner. This showed that the songs that evoked vivid memories were linked to greater neural



activity in the medial prefrontal cortex. This connection between songs and memory is particularly noticeable in patients with Alzheimer's disease who seem to be literally brought to life in the present when they hear a song that enables them to relive a moment of their past.


The intensity of what we sometimes experience when listening to songs is linked to the powerful mix of rhythm, melody, and lyrics. The words of Bob Dylan or Leonard Cohen are poetry, but it is the combination of words and music that creates maximum impact. In a remarkable book about the hidden history of love songs, Ted Gioia (2015) relates how love songs have historically had to fight authorities and the status quo in order to survive. The French song Le Temps des Cerises was originally written in 1866 as a love song, in which the season of cherries is seen as a longed-for but short-lived time of happiness and the red juice from the fruit as a metaphor for a wounded bleeding heart. The song took on depth and added meaning when it became the emblem of La Commune, the French working class revolutionary government that seized power in Paris between March 18 and May 28, 1871. The revolution was repressed during a bloody week—la semaine sanglante—but the principles the Communards had fought for—socialism, equality, feminism—are alive and the song is still part of the repertoire of many singers including Joan Baez who sang it as recently as 2019 at the festival in Montreux. In an era when a generation of anti-Vietnam war protesters were calling for sexual liberation and enjoining people to make love not war, The Rolling Stones’ Let's Spend the Night Together (1967) was widely banned from radio stations in the UK, and in order to be allowed to perform it on the Ed Sullivan show in the USA, the band had to change the lyrics to “Let's spend some time together”. Ultimately, radical and rebellious dimensions expressed in words and music exert influence and foster society's acceptance of new principles.


Songs can attract societal censorship, but censorship can also be internal. Songs, particularly love songs, help to give a form to feelings that might be experienced as overwhelming. Referring to the ideas of sociologist Thomas J. Scheff, Rogers writes that:


in love songs, these emotions are expressed for you, articulated with passion. Feelings of discombobulation and sickness don't sound frightening when they're captured in music. They arrive like



the substance of life: when Peggy Lee sings of her fever as a double bass slinks in support, [or] when Bruce Springsteen wakes up with the sheets soaking wet and a freight train running in the middle of his head…(2022, p. 157)


The pain and sadness we feel are cathartic and listening over and over again to a song that makes us cry at every hearing can be a way of mastering a situation over which we had no control (such as loss or abandonment). Sometimes the lyrics reinforce the music, sometimes the rhythm which, as stated earlier, “holds our hand” and the melody are enough even if the words are as obscure to us as they were to the preverbal infant hearing a nursery rhyme.


Getting the meaning of the lyrics of some of the most popular songs can be challenging and indeed be discouraged by their composers/songwriters. Some songs seem to develop almost instantly, at home or in a studio, as if words had just landed there, demanding to be written. A Whiter Shade of Pale (1967) is an example. Journalist Jim Beviglia (2019) writes that in an interview with Uncut magazine, Keith Reid, Procol Harum's lyricist, said that once he had the phrase “a whiter shade of pale”, he knew it was a song—“It's like a jigsaw where you've got one piece, then you make up all the others to fit in.” Beviglia then adds:


Attempts to wrangle these lyrics into linear coherence are thwarted at every turn…If you spend too much time trying to figure out Procol Harum's “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” you might miss out on its majestically rendered sorrow.


Music and psychoanalysis


According to Kennedy (2020):
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