
(2008). Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association,
56(4):1191-1211

Time, Music, and Reverie 
Riccardo Lombardi

Time is an important source of containment vis-à-vis the pressure
of affects and the nondimensional immensity of mental space
experienced by difficult patients. A more articulated
spatiotemporal integration can be facilitated by the analyst's
musical “reverie” during intense emotional exchanges in analytic
sessions. This reverie can be visual, olfactory, kinaesthetic, etc.,
no less than auditory or musical. Music is indeed connected with
both the concrete world of bodily sensations and the symbolic
expressions of culture, and may be an important transitional
phenomenon in analytic communication on both unconscious and
conscious levels. Two clinical cases are presented in which the
patient's awareness of the passage of time, associated with the
analyst's internal musical experiences, made it possible in one
case to reduce intense panic attacks and, in the other, to overcome
the patient's rigid obsessive defenses, giving him access to fluid
and unforeseen emotions. In these two instances of working
through, the perception of time helped establish confidence in the
creative contribution of the “unheard melodies” (Keats) of affects
to the functioning of thought.

We can be afraid of expressing our stray thoughts, wherever they
come from, because we are afraid of the reception they will get.
And then the poet, the painter, the musician implicit in each of us
does not get expressed, for fear it would be destroyed if it were.

—Wilfred Bion (2005, p. 60)
“In these rooms there's always some slight noise, like the rustling of a

curtain, a woodworm, or a fly bumping against a window-pane. You notice it
only later, in your memory…. In your memory you discover that you had
heard it constantly without attaching importance to it. But it's later that this
detail becomes important.”

These words are spoken in a famous sequence of Luchino Visconti's film
Senso (1954), during which the two lovers, Franz and Livia, converse,
—————————————
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in the privacy of their room, about separation and memory, and become
aware, prompted by their imminent separation, of an auditory world that is a
direct emanation from their own inner worlds and from the emotional
experience of their relationship. The ability to tune in to “slight noises” would
here seem to represent the intimate and impalpable world of feelings in the
context of a mental functioning that an intense and saturating passion threatens
to disrupt. And the affective significance of the auditory dimension is made,
so to speak, “tangible” in the soundtrack of the film with the splendid Adagio
from Anton Bruckner's Seventh Symphony, a work this Austrian composer
wrote to commemorate the death of Richard Wagner, his teacher and
inspiration. The extremely evocative nature of this music—in the exemplary
interpretation by the great conductor Franco Ferrara—plays a fundamental
role in creating the atmosphere of the film, offering a musical correlative to
the verbally expressed recognition of the importance of auditory experience.
Indeed, the audible world here seems an expression of the ability to organize
an amorphous sensory magma that might otherwise have been lost in the
nondimensionality of the unconscious. Music plays a key role from the
beginning of the film, which opens on the finale of the third act of Verdi's Il
Trovatore at the Teatro La Fenice in Venice and later goes on to present—as
background to the start of the actual narrative—the “Miserere” from the
beginning of act 4. The music and the libretto of Il Trovatore conjure up the
dread of annihilation, harrowing separation, and depressive and suicidal grief
in the face of loss, providing a condensed foretaste of the tragic enslavement
to passion recounted by Senso. And these are, not by chance, the same
emotional reverberations that are developed in a purely symphonic manner by
the Bruckner Adagio. In Senso, Visconti emphasizes, perhaps more
completely than in his other masterpieces, the musical register that supports
the filmic-visual-narrative dimension. And the ear catches—by means of the
sensory condensation inherent in the primary process (Freud 1900)—the
dialectic of feelings and intuits the dramatic developments of the plot.

This scene from Senso thus summons up two of the meanings of the verb
sentire, to hear and to feel, and the film itself, by means of its elegant and
apposite use of the soundtrack, in a more general way exalts its background
music in relation to its visual, linguistic, symbolic, and narrative components.
So Senso seems an appropriate introduction to the subject I mean to consider
here, namely, the importance of the auditory dimension in the more general
context of sensory (visual, olfactory,
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kinesthetic, etc.) and symbolic experience that takes place in the analytic
relationship. The importance of the acoustic dimension stands in contrast to
its relegation to an insignificant background position: hearing “without
attaching importance to it.” If instead we recognize our more intimate and
significant relationship with “hearing,” then such sounds as “the rustling of a
curtain, a woodworm, or a fly bumping against a windowpane” can represent
the “noises” that populate the analytic office, as an external reflection of the
impalpable harmonies of our internal world. Such, at least, was the
understanding of an analysand of mine, who spoke about this passage of the
film, highlighting for me its emotional meaning in relation to the affects we
were encountering as the end of her analysis approached. Later I decided to
use this very moment of the film—because of its evocation of the affects and
of time in the analytic context—as an introduction to this work.

The most common fate of this motley and fluctuating auditory landscape is
to make way for other, more obvious and objectifiable manifestations of
affects and thought that emerge in the context of intersubjective exchanges and
of the working through: a fate that may in some part be the result of Freud's
well-known disregard for music, which caused him to declare that “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” (1914, p. 211). More recently, on the other hand, Feder, Karmel,
and Pollock (1990), in their collection of pieces about the relationship
between music and psychoanalysis, observed that “acoustic-musical
experience and expression occupy an exceptional position in relation to other
sensory modalities. Consequently, musical creations may be a primary source
for insights into certain aspects of psychic functioning” (pp. xiv-xv).

So I will focus my attention on the relationship between the development
of the patient's awareness of time and the replaying of music in the analyst's
mind, in accordance with the notion that “music makes time audible, and its
form and continuity sensible” (Langer 1953). Thus I will try to emphasize,
especially through the presentation of clinical examples, the importance of
activating a perception of linear time in the patient's mind in the interests
of reappraising the sense of infiniteness and uncontainability presented by
the affects.

Musical experience is just one example taken from a vast selection of
internal events that hinge on the functioning of the specialized sense organs
(hearing, sight, smell, taste, touch), a specific area in which the activation
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of the sense organs (Freud 1911) contributes to achieving access to
consciousness and thinking. According to Freud (1920), the sense organs
function as a “protective shield” (Reizschutz) that makes it possible to
construct elements that are thinkable in “small doses”: thus sense experience
and its “distillation” in the internal world make a decisive contribution to the
passage from the atemporal character of the unconscious, which is
unrepresentable, to an experience that fits within the limits of some form of
representability. Thanks to the distillation of sense experience in the internal
world, the spaces occupied by silence during sessions can, like rests in
music, be a medium of communication and exchange at a preverbal level.

While Freud (1900, 1915) recognized atemporality as a distinguishing
feature of the unconscious, emancipation from the primary process and access
to representation and discrimination must perforce proceed by way of the
asymmetries (Matte Blanco 1975) that the temporalization of experience
introduces, without which there would be nothing but the undifferentiated state
of primordial chaos, with no recognizably ordered element. So when I speak
of the objective component of consciousness of time, I am referring to the fact
that, especially from Kant onward, time has been seen as essential to mental
functioning. Authors who stress the importance of the unrepressed
unconscious in psychoanalysis (e.g., Bion 1965, 1970; Matte Blanco 1975,
1988) recognize that the acquisition of spatiotemporal elements—in relation
to the disorganized context of profound emotions—plays a decisive role in the
growth and integration of mental functioning (Fink 1993; Ginzburg and
Lombardi 2007). The relational context of the analytic situation makes it
possible, through the experience of at-one-ment (Bion 1965) between analyst
and analysand, to construct shared experiences in which emotions that had
been infinite and unthinkable begin to take on a spatiotemporal framework that
makes them recognizable and thinkable.

Sabbadini (1979), using philosophical concepts, underlines the contrast
between the Kantian view of time as preestablished, a priori, capable of
organizing consciousness, and Locke's empirical view, which at the end of the
seventeenth century already regarded time as derived from sense experience.
This Lockean notion of time is of particular interest to psychoanalysts,
because it helps them understand the clinical problems and need for growth of
analysands who seem unconnected to temporality, and hence to any authentic
form of mental activity that is open to change and novelty, a condition that
leads to serious impasses.
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In the course of this essay I will be emphasizing the affective experience
and intersubjective exchanges on which a knowledge of time is constructed; I
will thus be creating a sort of counterpoint to the scrutiny of more “objective”
phenomena—like a person's discovery of the existence of watches and of the
different concrete manifestations of the passing of time—bound up with the
perception of time during analytic sessions, which I have explored in an
earlier paper (Lombardi 2003). This is not, of course, a contradiction, but
rather two complementary aspects, like two sides of the same coin, which,
however, can be treated separately. A psychoanalytic examination of time
involves specifically intrapsychic elements, which are comparable, in
philosophical terms, to Kant's transcendental parameter, and, at the same time,
an intersubjective side, understood as a context that has been created
mutually, according to interactive parameters. Hence my intention to consider
the two complementary modalities for regarding the psychoanalytic
significance of time separately: on the one hand the realm of conflict and
thought defect, which is found on the intrapsychic level in relation to time,
and, on the other—and the focus of this article—the side of the more nuanced
relational dynamics, as well as the specific quality of the analyst's
participation in the clinical context in which the perception of time is
activated, as an occasion for constructing a sort of structural relay for the
passage from primary to secondary process (Freud 1900).

Here I will be training my sights on the sensory phenomena that surface in
a session and within the analyst, in contexts where the emergence of a
perception of time in the patient's mind is central. I will consider the internal
auditory experience of brief musical sequences, associated with visual and
gustatory aspects, among others, as well as with associative sequences of a
verbal nature. Thus this article, in connecting time with the experience of
music and with reverie, seeks to build a bridge between the objective
awareness of time and the subjective context of experience, by attempting to
describe the components of temporality as indissolubly both cognitive and
emotional—as woven out of elements of the perception of reality and Keats's
“unheard melodies” of feelings.

Affects and Temporal Limits
Affects are by nature linked to the primary process (Freud 1900) and tend

to be isolated from reality testing, which is connected with the perception of
time (Bonaparte 1940; Hartmann 1939), as well as with the
spatiotemporally
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organized aspects of mental functioning. This means that affects naturally have
an intensity that is impervious to moderation and limits. Klein (1932), in
particular, connected unconscious emotions with the intense emotions of small
children; Matte Blanco (1975) wrote of the presence of the infinite in the
mind, a presence that disregards the differentiating and dividing parameters of
thought.

My conception of time in relation to affects diverges from the view of
those who stress the importance of the quality of the distortion of time, so that
“the ego's particular orientation in time provides an essential element in the
qualification of a particular affective experience” (Hartocollis 1972, p. 106).
Instead I consider it more useful in terms of clinical psychoanalysis—as I
stated earlier—to emphasize activating a perception of linear time in the
patient's mind in the interests of reappraising the sense of infiniteness and
uncontainability presented by the affects (Matte Blanco 1975, 1988),
particularly in primitive states in which emotions are hardly integrated at all
with perceptual functions. “One of the terrors of patients suffering from
psychosis, melancholia, or similar conditions,” Grotstein (2000) writes, “is
that they cannot endure time gaps (e.g., those between analytic sessions),
either because they cannot partition time without dissociating or splitting off
from it or because they cannot represent it symbolically in terms of object
faith and trust” (p. 98).

In the child's mental world, not unlike all clinical contexts in which the
psychotic aspects of the personality have the upper hand (Bion 1957),
awareness of time as a representative of limits is very labile, as Sybille Yates
succinctly demonstrates in this simple but telling example: “Adults can say
when they have acute tonsillitis ‘the doctor says in three days it will be
better’; this makes the present pass more quickly than it would were it not
lightened by hope. The very small child, on the contrary, does often feel that
the pain will go on for ever like this” (Yates 1935, p. 342; emphasis added).
She goes on to observe that this way of functioning exposes the child,
particularly if it is not protected by sufficient parental support, to “its earliest
experience of annihilation”; so, to escape from these first experiences of
anxiety “perhaps the most drastic way is to break all contact, make oneself
independent of time by putting oneself temporarily outside of time. There is
a loss of the sense of reality and of awareness of the passage of time” (p.
343; emphasis added). In other words, the timelessness of the infant, a
function of the transitory immaturity—physiological in origin—of its ego,
takes root, under the influence of traumatic situations, as a stable psychotic
defense.
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Reverie and Presymbolic Interactions
The concept of reverie, introduced into psychoanalysis by Bion (1962),

indicates a mother's receptivity toward her child's projective identifications.
More recently, Ogden (1994), expanding Bion's hypothesis, has underlined
the importance of “the analyst's capacity to recognize and make use of a form
of intersubjective clinical fact manifested largely through bodily
sensation/fantasy” (p. 13). Music, of course, has an important function “by
virtue of its relationship to an archaic emotional form of communication”
(Kohut 1957, p. 407). As a specific application to psychoanalytic practice, Di
Benedetto (2005) discusses a musical mode of thinking that can transfer
imagery into sounds that are able to function as precursors of verbal language,
and to play a role in communication in analysis: thus music can contribute to
the creative orientation that is necessary for making some of the most difficult
clinical situations advance. The idea that music can actively foster progress in
thought formation is in line with the orientation of those who consider artistic
expression in terms of its specific contribution to “transforming the
unthinkable into the possibly expressible” in analysis (Ginzburg 2001), or
those who have studied the correlation between the “musical dimension” of
the transference and the primitive mental states involved in so-called implicit
memory (Mancia 2003, 2007).

Research into the early mother-child relationship has shown a great
sensitivity on the part of the newborn baby in grasping temporal and musical
material (Eisemberg 1989). So infancy research emphasizes the importance
of temporal patterns and a coordination of interpersonal timing, as a result of
which experiences of synchrony and rhythm and, at the same time, the
presence of nonsynchronic events in fact encourage the development of a
sense of time as a dyadic phenomenon that cannot be described as based
solely on a single participant, and that can foster a gradual differentiation
between self and other, as well as the acquisition of a sense of personal
identity (Beebe and Jaffe 1992).

In the newborn infant there exists, in point of fact, an inchoate capacity to
perceive time, and the newborn's interactive ability is fostered by the
temporal perception of its own behavior and of external stimuli (Allen et al.
1977; Lewkowicz 1989). Infants also show a particular capacity for “cross-
modal perception” that allows them to translate flashes of light into an
auditory rhythmic sequence, and gustatory information into visual information
(Meltzoff and Borton 1979; Lewkowicz and Turkewitz 1980).
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Cross-modal perception enables the infant to deduce a coherent model from
stimuli to its various senses, thus promoting internal sense-perceptive
integration and the development of object relations.

Thus, the study of infancy provides a scientific background for subtle
exchanges to be found in the analytic relationship that make it possible to
reconstruct a “missing side” of presymbolic interaction: it is lodged in the
depths of the unconscious, and symbolic interpretation does not often succeed
in getting at the essence of these levels.

Similarly, presymbolic categorization reveals an element of continuity
between the abstract dimension of words and the nonsymbolic concreteness of
music, providing a scientific basis for the so-called “synesthesias” that Plato
intuited in his Cratylus when he spoke of the principle of onomatopoeia, or
imitative sounds, as a result of which the acoustic impressions made by a
word can be translated into visual impressions. This principle was no secret
to composers of “impressionistic” music, such as Debussy, who attempted to
represent visual impressions by means of sounds produced on a piano.
Similarly, some painters, such as Whistler, Kandinsky, and Mondrian,
attempted to represent acoustical experiences in a visual language (Gombrich
1959).

This kind of participation and sensory interchange can reemerge in
particularly intense emotional passages of the analytic exchange, helping to
establish a plan of working through that refers back to the profound levels of
mental functioning that Freud (1930) called “oceanic feeling”—aspects of the
primitive ego that precede the differentiation between subject and object (for
the correlation between oceanic feeling and temporality, see Loewald 1980,
pp. 141-145).

Clinical Material
It is my hope that what I have presented above will make it easier to

understand the hypothesis of this article, that the surfacing of known musical
passages or of other forms of sense experience in the analyst's mind can in
certain circumstances facilitate the perception of time and, concurrently, the
organization of primitive emotions in the analysand, thus offering a chance of
proceeding toward more spatiotemporally organized mental functioning, as
well as contributing to the conscious and unconscious communicative
processes of the analytic couple.

In our more difficult patients we often find that the passage from the world
of sensation to words and thought expands disturbingly to the point
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where it becomes unbridgeable, a dramatic state due to serious forms of
dissociation in which symbolic communication tends to remain essentially
alien to the subject's intimate and corporeal core. This problem has been
described in the literature in a variety of ways—e.g., in terms of
representational deficits (Green 1990; Botella and Botella 2004), defects of
thought (Bion 1962; Marty 1980), and mind-body dissociation (Winnicott
1949; Gaddini 1980; McDougall 1989; Lombardi 2002; Ferrari 2004). The
advantage of music is that it is equally linked to the world of subjective
sensation and to that of external reality, since it is part of a complex cultural
system: hence it is an important transitional phenomenon (Winnicott 1951)
that can keep the internal and external worlds connected. Musical association
can thus bridge the gap between the concrete and the abstract, body and mind,
the nonsymbolic and the symbolic, as well as between the internal and the
external.

I will now consider two clinical cases in which the analysand's
achievement of time perception was intertwined with musical aspects of the
analytic reverie. I will, as far as I can, omit case-specific information, both
for reasons of privacy and because I do not mean to get involved here in a
reconstructive perspective; I prefer instead to focus on the internal and
relational events that accompanied psychoanalytic development. These
clinical examples show specific moments of that evolution and should not be
mistaken for an illustration of technical methods, to be used exclusively, of
carrying the analytic process forward. Thus, they do not imply a rather limited
notion of the use of the countertransference, nor do they entail neglecting
other, more symbolic levels such as those involved in transference
interpretation. The choices I made in the contexts that follow took into account
the most primitive needs brought to analysis by the patients, and also the
opportunity to encourage the organization of experience on a presymbolic
level.

Arianna
Arianna, a middle-aged woman, came for three sessions a week (for

practical reasons I will not go into, it was impossible to add a fourth). This
arrangement was, in the event, sufficient for the development of her analysis.
A person of great sensitivity and a decidedly artistic temperament, she had
often felt the urge to try analysis, but had always found some reason to put it
off. The initial phase was particularly difficult because of her lack of trust,
which made her very distant and unable to bring in subjects that I felt might
involve her inner emotional life. Analytic exploration revealed, even in this
first period, the trouble she had staying in touch with her
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emotions and her use of drastic splitting mechanisms; she would generally
oscillate between a frightened, defenseless level, devoid of all resources, on
the one hand, and a flaunted self-confidence, the result of the elimination of
every form of internal contact, on the other. This state of affairs had, not by
chance, caused the failure of every relationship she had entered into in the
course of her life.

I will describe a session I found particularly significant. Arianna told me
about a horror film she had seen on television the previous evening, in which
there was a murderer who killed women and a police inspector who was
working on the case. She had felt both attracted and frightened by the film, the
name of which she had forgotten: without having even determined whether she
wanted to see it or not, she found herself watching it, changing the channel
briefly when it became too violent. At the end of the film, she realized with
horror that she was alone in the house and began to be afraid that burglars
could get in. She started obsessively checking and rechecking the windows
and doors, but only felt her fear increasing, to the point where she was in a
state of panic. As she recounted all this she seemed to be talking of feelings
she had by no means overcome or relegated to the past, even the recent past of
the night before: instead she seemed to be speaking about emotional situations
that were still going on even as she recounted them. She passed her anxiety on
to me in very concrete form, so that I began to feel a sense of physical
oppression in my chest. At a certain point I heard in my mind an associated
musical passage. I will take a little time to explain this connection, which was
almost instantaneous during the session and took auditory form within me.

The anxiety produced by suffering that does not pass is the essence of the
most striking moment in the chorale from Mendelssohn's Symphony in B-flat
Minor, Lobgesang (1840), a work comprising three movements for orchestra
and a choral movement that features biblical texts. In the middle of this choral
movement we hear a growing tension in the music, also expressed by the
words: “Stricke des Todes hatten uns umfangen…. wir wandelten in
Finsternis” (“The bonds of death had encompassed us…. we wandered in
darkness”). And the tenor's question rings out several times in a row: “Huter,
wird die Nacht bald hin?” (“Watchman, will the night soon pass?”). The
musical tension is reinforced by the watchman's dramatic response, which
seems to confirm the unresolvability of anxiety: “Though the morning cometh,
so also doth the night.” At the end the tension is resolved in the majestic
chorus: “The night has departed, the day is
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at hand.” Above and beyond any formal programmatic purpose (the work was
written to commemorate Johannes Gutenberg's invention of printing), this is a
song of praise that represents in emotional and symbolic terms the culmination
of the working through accomplished by means of coming to terms with
waiting and tolerance for time. The end of the night is the equivalent of
achieving an emotional working through and a release from a paralyzingly
blocked condition.

So it was the musical setting of “will the night soon pass?” that was
running through my head: a passage that voiced the oppressive anxiety that
had my patient and me in thrall. Although it was broad daylight, our feelings
had transported us to the dark of night and a solitude where anxiety held sway.
After taking stock of my feelings, I realized that my patient was going on to
tell me about the outcome of the events of the preceding evening: she had gone
to bed and, for what she said was the first time, had allowed herself to be
alone with her fear. Thus she had discovered, to her great surprise, that after a
while her fear had started to subside. In the wake of my musical association,
to which I did not allude directly, I told her that, when she was willing to be
alone with her anxiety, she was also setting in motion a trust in time, with the
consequent belief that “the night of anxiety cannot be unending and just as time
passes, so anxiety passes too.” In this way I underlined the creative discovery
of the passage of time that had emerged from her experience of emotions she
had actually accepted and lived through.

Arianna answered by telling me of the astonishment she had felt at seeing
her anxiety dissipate, anxiety she had previously felt to be paralyzing and
infinite: she felt like “admitting defeat,” but instead she had found an
unforeseen solution. At that point I could indicate the counter-productive
effect of control, which she used concretely, for example on windows and
doors, or by changing TV channels: control that had only increased her
anxiety. On the contrary, granting inner space to her emotions had enabled her
to discover unsuspected resources.

Arianna was then reminded that at the cinema, when there were powerfully
emotional scenes, she was unable to stay in her seat and had to get up and
leave. It occurred to me that her restlessness had to do not only with the actual
physical cinema but also, more generally, with every form of contact with
emotions. Arianna went on to say that whenever she became aware of anxiety
she first tried to cancel the anxious imagery, replacing it with gratifying
images: for example, by recalling some film that, by contrast, she had liked.
When she realized, however, that this was
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not working, she would resort to flight as a last defense. At this point, with
what I considered significant intuition, Arianna added that the cinema should
be regarded not only as the scenes that one sees on the screen, but also as the
internal film, the emotions the film awakens in the spectator. I appreciated
her intuition and felt at the same time sudden anger and distress at her
underestimation of her own abilities, in that all she felt capable of was fleeing
from herself, with a consequent loss of contact with her inner world.
Following the path of my affective response, I said that she, out of fear of
being exposed to her emotions, was continually in danger of losing this
internal film, of whose existence and importance she appeared to be aware.
Arianna was silent; she seemed to be feeling the effect of my intentional
provocation, by which I sought to show her how, where her internal emotions
were concerned, she sacrificed the very dimension that she valued so highly
in external artistic manifestations. After a few seconds she said that she had
been reminded of Stephen Daldry's The Hours (2002), which she had
considered a good film, because she had felt that it allowed her the space to
be with herself.

Taking up her own words in an attempt to get at the implications of her
association, I asked her how it was that she was telling me about a film that
was concerned with time, and was called, of all things, The Hours, when we
had just been talking about waiting for a few minutes when faced with anxiety.
Arianna said that the film was very distressing, but that she had managed to
watch it despite its containing three suicides in three different situations. I
noticed that there was nothing artificial about the way she was expressing
herself, and that her feelings of sadness seemed to be surfacing. I spoke about
the change she was bringing about inside herself: as she got herself used to
bearing minutes of anxiety, these minutes could turn into hours, as was the
case with her hours of analysis, in which we could share minutes or hours of
anxiety and so discover that one is not annihilated by them, that in fact they
can help one face one's authentic emotions with confidence.

At this point Arianna spoke about her childhood, which had been, because
of certain events, very dramatic, and during which she had grown used to
using images as a way of escaping from difficult situations. But as time
passed, she added, she had realized that she no longer felt anything, and that
whatever happened, it meant absolutely nothing to her. She had her world of
images and that was her world.
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I was very struck by this association, which revealed the autistic aspects of
this analysand: with images she had constructed a private world as an
alternative to reality, and it gave her the illusion of being protected against the
precariousness of emotions and the absence of external help. This dimension
had in a certain sense played a positive role in that it fostered her artistic
sublimations, but at the same time it had laid her open to the loss of
connection with her own real feelings. With her feelings frozen, Arianna had
not been able to gain experience from her real-life emotions, or to become
acquainted with the time frame of emotions: instead she was left with the
terror of infinite anxiety.

In the context of this session I felt that my emotional response—which
made use of music, in the form of a passage in which music and words
together create convergent meanings—was significant: concurrently the
patient had begun to reestablish a link between her mental images and her
emotional states, overcoming the dissociation that had pitted thoughts against
sensations. My way of communicating affectively with her had summoned up
a musical memory, rather than thoughts or images, as if music were more
capable than abstract thought of summoning, in a session, the presence of that
very ability to “feel” that she had done away with by getting used to “not
feeling” as regarded her intimate, private emotions.

I should mention incidentally that this moment of working through turned
out to herald a subsequent phase of Arianna's analysis, in which music played
an explicit part in our dialogue, becoming an important element of
communication between us. Indeed, our shared passion for music greatly
strengthened our shared participation in the work at hand. Far from being a
form of collusion, this allowed us to approach subjects that were critical to
the internal and relational functioning of a patient whose commitment to
analysis, as I suggested above, had at the outset been very shaky.

Giacomo
I turn now to Giacomo, a man almost forty years old with very strong

defenses, including intellectualization and anorexic symptoms, whom I saw
four times a week. For the whole initial phase of his analysis, he had shown
no reaction of any kind to any temporal discontinuity in his sessions
(Grunberger 1990): it was quite simply as if, for him, time did not
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exist. This denial of time seemed consistent with his general tendency to live
mechanically and repetitively, avoiding anything new by assuring himself that
he'd “get around to it later.”

The development I am about to describe appeared quite unexpectedly in a
session during his fourth year of analysis. In the thick of the intensely
obsessive atmosphere that characterized his communications, he suddenly fell
silent. When he started to speak again, he told me that there had appeared
before him the image of a woman in a hat, her hair gathered up beneath it, and
that he saw her from behind and at an angle, so that the concave curve of her
eye socket and the roundness of her cheek were fairly clearly visible. On a
few rare occasions Giacomo had presented other such almost hallucinatory
experiences, which had turned out to be the harbingers of important
development. It was as if in these circumstances an extremely significant
affective nucleus had succeeded in emerging from his unconscious: as if these
images were fragments of an undreamt dream that managed to surface during a
session.

The unforeseen and hallucinatory quality of his utterance had transmitted a
certain disquiet and fear. As I attempted to bring the image he had described
into focus, I saw before my eyes the image of a woman in a hat that had
appeared, I recalled, on the cover of an old LP of Mozart's Piano Concerto n.
21 in C Major. I was struck by the fact that my association was immediately
transformed into music for me: I could hear, in my mind, the slow movement,
that hauntingly expressive Andante.

Meanwhile the patient told me that the image reminded him of a kind of
drawing he used to make when he was in the sixth grade. This was followed
by his account of a series of events that took place when he was eleven: the
beginning of his mother's serious chronic illness, from which she never
recovered, and other sad happenings. I sensed great pain and emotional
distress that Giacomo had never conveyed before. Once again I could hear in
my mind the Mozart Andante. At a certain point the patient interrupted himself
to say, “The image of that woman has reappeared. Her hair is ruffling. The
wind is blowing.” This unexpected remark made me shiver. I too felt at the
mercy of the winds of emotion with a patient who until that moment had
always seemed like someone in a straitjacket. Before I could get down to
anything more definite there ran through my mind the musical phrase “Soave
sia il vento, tranquilla sia I'onda” (“May the winds be gentle and the waves
calm”), that extraordinary moment
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from Mozart's Così fan tutte, in which the regularity of the quadruplets in the
strings assuages the consuming emotion expressed by the voices, and which
seems to me to express everything that can be “felt” about a separation.

“I just felt something inside me,” the patient said softly; “I don't know what
to call it… maybe nostalgia.” I continued to shiver with emotion joined with
astonishment. The drawing of a woman's profile, Mozart's music, the
movement of the wind, the farewell trio—it was as if the patient's experience
and mine had constructed a fine-spun web, an intertwining of inner melodies,
as a consequence of which the patient was now able gradually to settle on a
word: nostalgia, a word that seemed not so much a symbolic abstraction as
an object to which his very emotion had given birth, and which was dripping
with fluid, as it seemed to me, like an infant just emerged from the womb.

Later, as the session was about to finish, Giacomo said, “Shortly after
those things I told you about that happened when I was eleven, my father's
father died too. It was the only time I ever saw my father cry. Before and after
that he never did. Afterward, he brought my sister and me to a café and bought
us a bar of chocolate: he never did things like that. I can taste it as if it were
now, that sweet taste of the chocolate.”

This session explicitly marked the birth of feelings that previously had
been foreign to Giacomo's antiseptic world. The experience was striking in
the way it was accompanied by complementary sensory experiences: to a
visual image of his an auditory memory of mine had corresponded. Lastly, a
gustatory sensation had made its appearance. In these “at-one-ment” moments
of the analytic couple, as Bion called them, differences in identity seem to
disappear, converging instead on that undifferentiated level that forms the
“basic matrix” where projections and introjections originate (Matte Blanco
1988, p. 193). So the intersection of sensations pertains to the analytic couple
just as it does to a single subject whose sense experiences shift by turns from
one sensory modality to another (Rayner 1992).

The image of the woman and her ruffling hair seems to mark, among other
things, the patient's retrieval of a “feminine” or, more specifically, affective
and corporeal aspect, which had been buried since his early adolescence. As
the session developed, these feminine aspects combined with masculine ones,
enabling him to give a name to and find a symbol that corresponded to the
sensory level in question.

- 1205 -

Copyrighted Material. For use only by PEPWeb. Reproduction prohibited. Usage subject to PEP terms & conditions (see terms.pep-web.org).

http://www.pep-web.org/document.php?id=nlp.005.0001a#p0193


Let us look, in conclusion, at some elements from a session that followed a
vacation break. As soon as Giacomo had stretched out on the couch he noted
that “there are changes”: the antimacassar was missing from the couch, and
there was a new computer. I was struck by his ability to place himself
perceptually in the analytic office. He spoke of his feeling for his girlfriend,
his desire to live with her, the difficult decision he had at last made to
introduce her to his daughter. Then he told me about a dream: “I dreamt that I
was waking up and I realized that by sleeping I had missed my sister's funeral
—my younger sister. I spoke about it with my other sister, the middle one.
Then I went to my grandmother's and I lay down with my head on her lap and
told her how sorry I was about my sister's death, especially after my mother
and my father had died.” I asked what he thought about it, and he commented
on his difficulty with painful situations, which made him prefer to sleep
through them. I mentioned that this was particularly true of occasions of
separation. Although I was well aware of it, I made no comment about his
having failed to work through our separation before the vacation, nor did I
allude to his reference to the transference, with his picturing me as his
welcoming grandmother who enabled him to allow internal space for his
pain: I preferred to make a general observation without going into specifics.

The patient, apparently relaxed and calm, fell silent, while I became aware
of a sense of relaxation and began to feel my body growing heavier and
heavier. After a while Giacomo said that he had come to understand that in
analysis one makes an “enormous physical effort” and that “the greatest effort
consists in realizing that a thought comes to an end and then something else
happens that one doesn't yet know anything about: sometimes it's a sensation,
sometimes an image, other times it's another thought.” This was the first time
he had made a comment that revealed a capacity to contain the continuity
between body, affects, and thoughts. I commented that the passages he was
talking about were like his sister's death as represented in his dream:
something he often missed, because he preferred to go to sleep, to be
emotionally absent rather than run the risk of being at a funeral. And the
funeral, here in our session, was also for a thought that had come to an end.
Giacomo answered that previously he just hadn't been able to follow these
changes, but that now, just when he realized what an effort he was making, he
felt that things were changing inside him, and that things were appearing that
he would never have been able to predict.
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Concluding Remarks
Let us briefly examine certain implications of this clinical material. In the

case of Arianna, it was apparent that I tend in general not to interpret
transference and countertransference manifestations directly, despite their
importance in terms of affective participation, as I prefer instead to stress the
development that impact with the analytic relationship produces, together
with its consequences as regards learning from experience. Thus, I make use
of the events of the session, on the one hand, to work out their affective
implications by means of the reverberation of musical associations stirred up
within me and, on the other hand, to distill a by-product of abstraction of the
experience itself—the perception of time as a prerequisite for the digestion of
anxiety. In this manner I try to foster a “binocular vision” (Bion) in which the
affective working through and its cognitive implications are, as much as
possible, combined.

My participation in Arianna's feelings paved the way, in the course of the
session, to a negative capability (Bion 1970) that allowed her to approach
the unknown dimension of her internal world. Being “at one with ‘O’” and the
evolution of “O” toward “K”—as Bion would have said—give rise also to a
relationship with time: a parameter of “Knowledge” that is essential to
activating the inner resources of trust and patience. One needs, in fact, a
spatiotemporal framework—which can never be taken for granted in mental
activity—in order for new experiences to be created.

At first I sought to support a certain indefiniteness in the analysand's
experience by not introducing exact references to the distinction between
“yesterday” and “today.” I was thereby attempting to foster the circulation of
affects in the here and now of the analytic relationship. Then my appreciation
of her increased capacity to tolerate her anxiety by means of experiencing its
time-limited state and my ability to articulate this process enhanced her
tolerance and self-understanding.

Turning to the case of Giacomo, the session that featured the image of a
woman wearing a hat seems important because it revealed for the first time
the patient's unsuspected ability to enter into contact with fluid or unforeseen
emotions, which take the form, initially, of images, and then, more clearly, of
memories and affects. In this context I feel that the analyst's musical
participation played a significant role in encouraging a transformation that
opened the door to emotions that were previously
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feared to be uncontainable. So in the course of the session we witness the
associative activity of the analytic couple, which has a generative function in
affective and representational terms: a sort of associative transmission that
proceeds logically and freely, in accordance with methods comparable to
what we find in poetry. In the case at hand the expressive modes did not
necessarily utilize the abstract functions involved in poetic language, but they
did make use of the sense organs of sight and hearing as creative thought-
organizers, catalyzed by an alpha function constructed conjointly in the
environment of the analytic relationship (Freud 1911; Bion 1962).

Lastly, the session to which Giacomo brought the dream about his sister's
funeral began with his perception of changes in my office after the vacation.
Time and change, as Aristotle noted, are indissolubly complementary. You
can't have one without the other. In Giacomo's recounting of the dream we
find the theme of mourning and his difficulty in coping with it: in the mourning
process a feminine sensibility within his masculinity (Fogel 2006), which this
patient had kept buried ever since his adolescence, may have played a role.
The setting in which Giacomo's working through took place on the
transference level was evidently connected to the working through of our
summer separation. Here too I opted to leave some mental space unsaturated,
so as to allow Giacomo the chance to approach deeper levels. He spoke of
the effort and the drama of the end of a thought: this drama may seem minimal,
but actually it reveals a level of working through that is profoundly connected
with tolerance for the unknown and for the appearance of change as a
catastrophe that can be contained, thus making a critical contribution to mental
growth, if it is true that “without a sense of catastrophe there would be no self
and without a self no sense of catastrophe” (Eigen 1985, p. 324).

In confronting the end of a thought, Giacomo's mind finds itself face to face
with the dizzying spectacle of an unknown universe waiting to be explored,
the product of an analytic orientation at some remove from the realm of
reconstructive preoccupations, favoring instead the here and now of the
intersubjective relationship and the construction of experience that is capable
of organizing mental growth. And here the working through of the question of
time is seen to be connected to the ability to open oneself to the inexhaustible
world of the unconscious that is before us, in the future.
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Dock uns ist gegeben
Auf keiner Stätte zu ruhn,
Es schwinden, es fallen
Die leidenden Menschen
Blindlings von einer
Stunde zur anderen,
Wie Wasser von Klippe
Zu Klippe geworfen,
Jahrlang in's Ungewisse hinab.
(But it is our fate
To find repose nowhere,
They fail, they fall,
Suffering mankind,
Blindly from one
Hour to the next,
Like water cast from rock ledge
To rock ledge
Year after year, down into the unknown.)
[Friedrich Hölderlin and Johannes Brahms:
Schicksalslied, op. 54]
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