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The Smell of Paper: On the Usefulness of Musical
Thought in Psychoanalytic Practice

Gianni Nebbiosi, Ph.D.

Rome, Italy

In this paper I stress the importance of musical thinking when applied to clinical psychoanalysis. The
particular form of musical thinking I take into consideration is based on the beginning of
Beethoven’s Third Symphony. I compare some musical patterns that happen in this score to some
of the emotional patterns of my patient Teresa. I illustrate how musical thinking in psychoanalysis
could, at times, be an essential part of our clinical tools as we strive to understand what is happening
and how to resolve some impasses. Referring to the work of Daniel Stern and speculating on it, I try
to demonstrate how some specifics of musical thinking can help us to face intense clinical moments
in novel and less “conceptual” ways.

For Hazel Ipp
Music is to be understood not just as poetic and musical art, but as any creative manifestation of

man’s interiority. — Richard Wagner (1849/1993)

In this paper I try to illustrate how musical thought can be very useful to practitioners of
psychotherapy and clinical psychoanalysis. I show how some “ways of thinking” of composers
and great improvisers can help us to understand and to contribute to solving clinical problems that
may sometimes appear to be paradoxical and difficult. To do so I refer to the clinical relationship
between my patient Teresa and me, and how we were able to overcome a difficult impasse thanks
to the musical thought that shapes the first minute of Beethoven’s Symphony no. 3.

I begin by introducing the vignette, after which I illustrate what happens in the first minute of
the symphony. Finally, I show how that musical thought helped the relationship between Teresa
and me.

TERESA

When she came into analysis, Teresa was 37. She had a dark complexion, was slender and well
dressed, with intense but composed physical postures and facial expressions and a direct,
piercing gaze. At the first session she sat down, looked straight at me, and said, “My family
was poor but I’ve always studied hard, achieving excellent results, and at the age of twenty-three
I graduated in biology … ” She paused briefly and then proceeded to add, “With honors,
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naturally.” “Naturally?” I replied, as if to underscore that such a high grade was the result of hard
work and great merit. “Yes, of course,” she said. Then—with the strength of someone who is
upholding a core value of her existence—she went on to say, “Reaching ‘the top’ was of vital
importance to me: anything less would have been like dying.”

She spoke about her life with some detachment. She ran a biotechnology research lab at a
well-known pharmaceutical company where, “naturally,” she had made an excellent career; she
earned a good living, owned a nice apartment that she took very good care of, had a boyfriend.
“Naturally,” she had been very demanding in her love life. Her men had always been physically
very attractive; handsome, polite, and well groomed. But she thought that she had never really
been in love. She added emphatically that she was not interested in love, marking her words with
a rapid movement of the eyelids that expressed a certain contempt. At this point, she brought up
the problem for which she had decided to begin therapy. “My sexual life is satisfactory and I
almost always reach orgasm; the problem comes immediately after. After making love, I feel
tired, exhausted, I want to be alone: I shut down, don’t talk, I just want my partner to leave. For
years, in spite of the many problems I had with my partners, I thought that my need was more or
less sane, natural, maybe just a bit excessive: just think, I’ve never spent the whole night with a
man.” But in the past two years this behavior had become increasingly radical and she had
begun to experience it as a real problem, in spite of the fact that her current partner, Luigi, was
understanding and tried to help her. Teresa had turned to her doctor for help, but medical tests
only confirmed that she was perfectly healthy. The doctor had suggested she consider psy-
chotherapy, even though she did not believe much in psychology. “So here I am,” she concluded
with a fleeting smile, which for the first time altered her severe face. We agreed to begin
treatment with two weekly sessions. Oddly enough, this woman made a positive impression on
me. For some obscure reason, I found her very agreeable. Hers was the last session of the day, so
I had some free time and before going home I decided to mime her.1

At the second session I asked Teresa to tell me her story. She was born in a small rural village
40 miles south of Rome. Her parents were very poor farmers, not very loving and always busy
with work, and she realized very early on that her only way out of that situation of dire economic
straits would be a good education. At school for the first time in her life she felt truly rewarded.
The teachers appreciated and loved her very much, and Teresa learned to believe that
every minute dedicated to play, by herself or with other children, was a trap, a danger that
distracted her from the only thing that mattered: studying. Studying soon became a world, a
better world, with all the interesting things she learned. Soon enough nothing distracted her from
the books that made her happy, “naturally” also thanks to the excellent grades she got: always
straight A’s.

As Teresa spoke she grew increasingly doubtful, as if we were wasting time, and all of a
sudden she said, “I think I need to explain my problem better” … and, without waiting for
my reply, she quickly added, “I never had a boyfriend or sexual relationships until I got out
of college. I was totally absorbed by my studies. I got a job right after college and there I met
Peppe, a handsome and kind colleague. I thought he wasn’t interested in me but he was

1 The “technique” I use of miming patients—by myself, when they are not there—for the purpose of using a
knowledge that resides in the analyst’s body and of which she is completely unaware. Susanna Federici and I introduced
this in the chapter “‘We’ Got Rhythm: Miming and the Polyphony of Identity in Psychoanalysis” in the 2008 book
Bodies in Treatment: The Unspoken Dimension edited by Frances S. Anderson.
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always charming. We went out a couple of times and he was very thoughtful: just think, on
our first date he took me to the amusement park because I’d told him that I’d never been to
one when I was little. On our third date we made love in his car. I was terrified at the thought
that he might realize I was a virgin, but luckily he was very offhand. I had hardly felt any
pleasure but also very little pain … and I was happy that way. In the days that followed I was
happy to have taken this step, of going to the pharmacy to buy condoms: I had finally done
it!! The relationship with Peppe continued this way: we went out, had dinner, made love, and
then he would drive me home. I began to experience pleasure and he seemed satisfied as
well. I was happy with that scarcely engaging way of being with someone who, when he
wasn’t around, didn’t make any difference at all in my life and didn’t interfere with my work,
which was what I cared most about. A few months later I discovered that Peppe had been
engaged to another woman for years, and I decided to break up with him, but believe me (she
said with a faint, somewhat mocking smile), it was painless.” “Really?” I asked. She
answered, “Of course. Do women want to be loved like princesses, be unique, the only
object of a man’s desire? Here’s what I think: first of all, no one is unique to anyone
else. Second, princesses belong to fairy tales, to dreams, not to real life. And as far as I
know, women want to have many men too. So why all the fuss? You need to know these
things first so you can face reality.”

I said, “I hear your determination; as well as your need to protect yourself.”
She replied, “No, I don’t think so. It’s just a matter of coming to terms with reality.”
“Yes, I understand,” I said, “when I spoke to you about pain before I was wondering whether

there were things you liked about Peppe, situations you experienced together that you later missed.”
She answered, “Dear doctor, don’t get caught up with these details. No, I’ve never had major

regrets. I know that sooner or later relationships end and I’m ready for that.”

In the course of the following months I became very familiar with this attitude of Teresa’s.
When I tried to probe into an “affective situation”—in which, however, she did not seem to
experience much affection—she would answer analyzing the various aspects of the affect at hand
and conclude very assertively by “proving” that, if you faced reality, you would have to admit that
she was right. At these times she seemed to withdraw into a state of complacent self-sufficiency,
indifferent to any attempt to probe further: like a scientist who, having discovered and proven a law
of nature, listens smugly to those who put forward other questions or search for answers.

Here is one of many examples: After a particularly intense period at work during which she
achieved truly brilliant results, she was called in by her boss, who wanted to congratulate her on
her performance. The next day during therapy she told me about this episode displaying the
usual indifference and boredom. I asked her how she had felt, and Teresa answered placidly, “I
was happy with the results, but I think my boss was out of line. We both know that I did my job
well, but as she lavished all that praise on me I thought she was overdoing it.” Then, as if
addressing her boss directly, she said, “You want to congratulate me on my results? Fine. But
first you tell me that I do my job with great diligence, then you praise me for the overtime I did,
then you go so far as to tell me that I have good writing skills … come on!! These things are
pretty normal and I find your praise superfluous. But … forget it … I know how to do my job
and I do it well. Full stop!”

After this outburst something odd happened to me. I felt uncomfortable, like a novice, unable to
come up with a therapeutic strategy, almost paralyzed by her self-assured tone and analytic acumen

THE SMELL OF PAPER 3



(in a logical, not psycho-analytic sense!). I would have liked to explore various areas of Teresa’s
life, but this seemed very difficult to do and I didn’t know how to overcome the impasse.

I felt reassured only when I mimed her, because it made me feel closer to her. I felt that her
movements, her tone of voice, came to me naturally, as if I had always known them.

So for many months I mimed her almost every time she came to therapy, and during our
sessions I paid close attention to the particular ways in which she moved her face, the small
changes in posture and in her tone of voice, and especially the moments of particular assertive-
ness such as the one I described above.

Meanwhile Teresa had no trouble talking about her childhood, but she focused only on school
memories: little by little, her elementary school teacher, her grade school and high school
teachers, became leading characters in our analysis. Memories of her classmates would emerge
every now and then, but they were far less important.

My attitude with Teresa began to change. We had both attended a classical high school and—
at first somewhat unawares but then deliberately—I started to talk to her referring to the books
that she had studied and that I also had studied many years before. This brought us much closer.
At the time I was reading Merleau-Ponty’s (1945/2013) Phenomenology of Perception, and as I
reflected on his ideas I realized that during her childhood and adolescence Teresa had not
perceived a real difference between her books and her body. It seemed to me that the textbooks
had become not just a better world in which to live but also an extension of her body in the
world, a way of perceiving the world, as well as the world itself being perceived. Paraphrasing
the famous words of Hannah Arendt (1971) we could say: books made her feel that she was in
the world [the world she loved], but also that she was a [corporal part] of the world. Once when
we were talking about books she said, “What a wonderful smell has paper!”

A few days later she talked to me about a classmate of hers, Giorgia, one of the few she had
liked. “What was Giorgia like?” I asked her. “Dark, with a long braid,” she answered. “What else?”
I probed. She answered, somewhat annoyed, “Why do you ask?” “Well, you know: To on pollakos
legomenon” [a quote from Aristotle (350 B.C.) meaning “Being is said in many ways,” one of the
quotes in ancient Greek that I still remember] I replied. Teresa responded enthusiastically: “Oh yes,
Aristotle!!” and then with a smile I had never seen before, “Bravo, doctor, you remember Greek!
[and after a short silence, still smiling] Well yes, Giorgia was a real chatterbox but she was very
smart.” She added some details and was even willing to probe some of her feelings towards her
classmate. At that moment I believe we began to feel that we were living in a similar world.

From that moment, our relationship definitely improved; it became smoother. Teresa’s
expressions were less and less severe and bored. I sensed that she trusted me more. But she
still often tackled an area that was worthwhile exploring by shutting herself off, absolutely
convinced that she was right and there was nothing else to be said on the matter. It was at this
point that—both by analogy and by contrast—I was reminded of Beethoven’s Third Symphony.

THE THIRD SYMPHONY

Beethoven composed his Third Symphony in 1805 at the age of 35; he was at the peak of his
success and had acquired extraordinary composing skills. Although he had been—and indeed
was—a piano virtuoso, the instrument that had become most congenial to him was the sym-
phonic orchestra. Beethoven was developing a composing style based on short motifs that he

4 NEBBIOSI



would elaborate upon in an extraordinary way. In 1808 he managed to write an entire movement
of a symphony—the famous Fifth—in which all the music flows from a motif based on four
notes, three of which are repeated. Beethoven had also developed an extraordinary technique
based on a dialectical movement of contrasts: melodious, harmonic, rhythmic, timbral, and
dynamic (of volume). This dialectical movement is continuously proposed and resolved, at times
smoothly, other times roughly, but always surprisingly. When we listen to his music it is hard not
to think of Hegel, a philosopher born the same year as Beethoven—1770—who in those years
was working on his first masterwork The Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel, 1807/1977), in which
the philosopher upholds that Spirit exists only in the form of a dialectical movement of opposites
that come together and become opposed again on a different level. Beethoven and Hegel never
met but were both endowed with the surprising ability to grasp the Zeitgeist (the spirit of the
time: they were both 19 when the French Revolution broke out) and give it an extraordinarily
effective form—musically or philosophically. Both had a crucial influence on the music and
philosophy of the Western world. I am certainly not original in associating these two master-
minds: For instance, Theodor Adorno (1949/1998), the philosopher who dedicated much of his
work to the aesthetics and philosophy of music, affirmed: “Beethoven’s music is Hegel’s
philosophy” (p. 23).

[Play Music]

The symphony begins with two powerful chords in E flat (marked “forte” in the score) that
establish the tonality. Immediately after, there is a transition from forte to piano: with the “piano”
marking in fact a theme is exposed: the first part by the cellos, the second by the first violins.
From the very beginning you can sense a dialectic movement of opposites: the forte chords and
the piano melody. Let us now consider how Beethoven develops this opposition.

Always with the “piano” marking, horns, clarinets, and flutes resume the melody but repeat it
only in part, followed by the first violins that play an even shorter part of it transposed one tone
higher (F minor), and then again bassoons, clarinets, and flutes play the same short part
transposed one fourth higher (A flat) ending with a “sforzando” on the dominant descending
chord (Bb7), which is the classical way of returning to the base tonality, and this is repeated
twice.

But at this point there is a further change: a series of chords repeated by the whole orchestra
unexpectedly shift the rhythm from three fourths—present until that moment—to two fourths,
stressed first on the downbeat and then on the upbeat; when it seems that the rhythm of the
orchestra has become the central element, a rising scale suddenly intervenes, which reorganizes
the rhythm in three fourths and leads with a crescendo to the solution of the opposites: this time
the original melody is played forte by the whole orchestra and the musical contrast is
recomposed.

No doubt an extraordinary musical page, but for our sake I highlight just the following
sequence: there is a lyrical theme, expressive but not assertive (in contrast with the chords), that
is proposed again (varied), initially only in some small parts, and that after transformations that
add an ever-rising tension to the musical discourse, is proposed yet again at the end with a
powerful assertiveness.

In Beethoven this resolution of a dialectical tension immediately and intrinsically opens up
the musical discourse. In fact, after this resolution another theme is introduced, which is
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subdivided into four phrases entrusted to oboe, clarinet, flute, and first violins in this order,
which is repeated twice with harmonic variations: a theme that we can define as a dialogue
among various instruments in the orchestra. I conclude this brief analysis of the first minute of
Symphony no. 3 by underlining how in Beethoven’s musical thought the resolution of the
dialectical tension serves to open up the musical discourse and to lead it to subsequent
explorations.

THE INTERRUPTED “MUSICALITY” OF TERESA (AND OF HER ANALYST)

As I have already said, in thinking about Teresa I was reminded of Beethoven’s Symphony
no. 3, both by analogy and by contrast. The analogy consisted in her ability to introduce a theme,
break it down, analyze it logically, and conclude reaffirming that theme in an absolutely
assertive way, thus putting an end to the discussion. The contrast consisted in the fact that in
Beethoven instead, what ended assertively led to the opening up of a dialogue and to subsequent
dialectical tensions.

I was very struck by this parallel and began to wonder whether this closure had something to
do with me as well. What was I dissociating in my relationship with Teresa? What kept me
distant from her? When I considered the problem in these terms, I suddenly began to see things
much more clearly. When I was an adolescent, between the ages of 12 and 14, for me too
studying had been a wonderful world in which to take refuge: I enjoyed studying Italian and
English literature and ancient languages, Latin and Greek. But before and above all other things,
I studied the clarinet. I dedicated all my free time to it; I was literally in love with the clarinet,
but this love kept me away from the world, from my peers. Briefly, I was a sensitive but
unhappy boy! I had an eye-opening experience when I went to hear a live performance of
Mozart’s Quintet for Clarinet and Strings where I observed a great attunement between the
clarinet player and the string players, who communicated through smiles, small facial move-
ments, eye expressions, thus coordinating the tempo, and so on. That is when I understood that
music is first and foremost an extraordinary tool for communication among human beings and
that my afternoons spent practicing scales and arpeggio and studying technique were only a
small part of it. This experience opened me up to the real world of music and … to the world in
general.

I came to realize that until that moment a dissociated part of me had deeply colluded with
“the closed and haughty Teresa” and that I had taken an immediate liking to her on account of
her rigidity and standoffishness, which I had known so well in my early adolescence. I was
suddenly flooded with the pain that the “me” I was back then had experienced: the pain that
came from being alone and protecting my loneliness with a sense of superiority over others. That
pain was so dissociated that it had never emerged in either of my two analyses.

Some time later, during a session, Teresa told me about an argument she had gotten into with
Luigi, her boyfriend. Luigi was upset because she had firmly refused to go see an avant-garde
theater production at a small Roman theater. At that point Teresa had repeated her usual pattern of
opposition and shutting off: “Luigi knows perfectly well that I detest that type of performance!
They call it ‘theater’ but the scripts are absurd, the actors bad and the audience fanatical. Years ago a
friend of mine took me to see one of these productions and I resolved never to go again: these
shows are put on by untalented writers, actors and directors. Not only do I not like them but I’m
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sure they’re worthless!” After saying this Teresa looked at me as if wanting to say, “I’m right. Don’t
ask any questions because I won’t change my mind.” I remained silent watching her face. After a
while Teresa must have realized that something different was stirring inside of me and asked,
“What’s the matter with you today? Are you sad?” I answered, “Yes, maybe; I feel that we’re both
alone.” “What do you mean?” she replied. I said, “At moments like this you want to end the
conversation, no matter what I think; and I want to keep the conversation going, no matter what you
think. We’re alone because in these moments we’re shut off, we’re both convinced we’re right. But
I’d like to keep talking to you, and I think you’d like to keep talking to me too.”

Teresa answered with a worried smile, which was also defiant: “So … what do we do now?”
I did not know how to answer that rightly earnest, direct question. But after a moment I was

reminded of the wonderful theme with which Beethoven reopens the musical dialogue after
forcefully proposing the first theme again … G F E, F Eb C, Eb C A, C Eb D … “Do you want
to tell me about the amusement park? You know … when you went out on your first date with
Peppe?” I asked this question unexpectedly, without formulating it in mind first, as if it came
straight out of the theme I had in mind.

“It was a wonderful experience. I had a great time … and while I was on the roller coaster I
thought—I’m ashamed to say it now—that I would make love with Peppe.” “It’s a wonderful
memory. And maybe I understand why you feel a bit ashamed now,” I said. She answered, her eyes
fixed on mine, with a new expression of hope and defiance, “Tell me why.” “Because it was fun to
be scared. Because experiencing fear was making you feel open to life,” I said. She looked at me
with a severe expression that slowly turned into a small smile. “You could be right,” she said.

We spent the rest of the session taking about her passion for horror movies and how she
seldom allows herself to watch them. She shared this passion—for the first time in her therapy
Teresa spoke to me about a passion that did not involve studying or work—with Luigi, her
current boyfriend. At the end of the session, as I walked her to the door, Teresa looked at me
with a bright, open smile and said: “Yeah, but avant-garde theatre … what a bore!!” We burst out
laughing feeling close and together like never before.

A SMALL TRIBUTE TO DANIEL STERN

Before concluding Teresa’s vignette, I share a brief reflection on Daniel Stern’s original and
revolutionary contribution and on the relationship that he has introduced between musical
thought and human interactions. Stern (1995) stated,

Even when much of clinical interest is being said by the parent, from the infant’s point of view the
action is vocal, not verbal. The music and not the lyrics are being attended to. The observer must let
pass by some of the spoken information that is usually the basic source of clinical data. When
watching television recordings of interactions, it is helpful either to turn off the sound or to have it
just low enough so that the prosody but not the words can be discerned, at least for the first pass
through the material. (pp. 66–67)

As you have heard in the vignette that I have presented, so far I have underscored primarily—
though not uniquely—the musicality of Teresa’s interactions and my “musical response” to
them. Although this way of presenting a clinical vignette may appear to be unusual and radical,
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I believe it is useful in order to highlight an aspect of analysis that is often not considered at all,
or is addressed so metaphorically as to become uncertain.

In the relationship with Teresa this musical dynamic of interactions was predominant as
compared to other cases I have treated and, had I not focused most of my attention on this
dynamic, I probably would not have been able to help myself and my patient. What I mean to
say is that sometimes it is not only useful but indeed indispensable to listen to a patient’s
communication/musical style and to the impact it has on us, as if we were listening to a piece of
music.

THE SMELL OF PAPER

After the very first sessions we had in the evening, Teresa and I had set the analysis hour at ten
past one p.m. It was convenient for her to come during her lunch break. However, at the
beginning of this year, she told me that her lunch break had been shortened by forty-five minutes
and she asked me to move her hour to eight p.m. After a few weeks it was possible for me to
accommodate her request, and Teresa started coming at eight. This change gave rise to a very
dramatic session. She showed up perfectly on time but—much to my surprise—she was looking
sad and weary. I could tell from her swollen eyes that she had been crying. She quickly stepped
into my office, sat down, and said in a whisper, “You don’t protect me.” After a very short pause
she added, “The stench … can you smell the stench in this building?!” In fact, considering that
in Rome people usually have dinner between half past eight and ten o’clock at night, at that time
a strong smell of cooking fills the stairwell of the building. I told her that the smell was strong
indeed and that I was sorry. “Smell?! It reeks in here!” Teresa added in a tone that was both
desperate and aggressive, “Help me!!” A book that I had just purchased was sitting on my desk.
I picked it up, opened it, and handed it to her. “Here,” I said. Teresa buried her nose in the pages
and said after a while, “I’m better now.”

I realized at once that something exceptional was happening between us. After a dramatic
statement, Teresa had opened up and even asked for help. And I, reasoning musically rather than
conceptually, had offered a theme of hers to help her out: the smell of paper. Meanwhile, Teresa
looked at me with teary eyes. “You have no idea of how badly the kitchen reeked at home when
I was little. My mother didn’t clean thoroughly because she was always tired and I remember the
stench of stale grease everywhere, it clung to you and wouldn’t go away.”

Years of traumatic attachment, of her parents’ absences, of lack of affection and mirroring, of
no one listening stood there before me and now had a name: “stench.” And even Teresa’s
desperate attempt to hold all this back, to find a livable world, to create a clear boundary
between depressive pain and vitality were there and had a name: “the smell of paper.”

This session represented a milestone in our work and in our therapeutic relationship. In a way,
we have only just begun, after almost four years, to do an analysis that comes closer to what is
generally meant by this word. We have talked about affective boundaries, intimacy, the body in a
way that was unthinkable only a few months ago. One of the most visible positive outcomes has
been that she was able to enjoy sleeping with Luigi, even after making love, and that she is no
longer bothered by the “odor of a man” in her bed.

Teresa continues to come at eight p.m. and to brave the “stench” of food in my building. A
few days ago, walking into my office she said, “Ah … the smell of analysis!” and then, smiling,
“Even if you don’t smoke when I’m here, I’ve always thought that it smells like pipe tobacco in
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your office. But I think I’ve gotten used to it. The stench of your pipe, along with the smell of
your books and furniture, are part of the smell of analysis.”

I thought to myself that Teresa has indeed become very good at resolving dialectical tensions,
at least as good as Beethoven.
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