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SERIES EDITORS’ PREFACE

The application of psychoanalytic ideas and theories to culture has a long tradition and this is especially the case with cultural artefacts that might be considered “classical” in some way. For Sigmund Freud, the works of William Shakespeare and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe were as instrumental as those of culturally renowned poets and philosophers of classical civilisation in helping to formulate the key ideas underpinning psychoanalysis as a psychological method. In the academic fields of the humanities and social sciences, the application of psychoanalysis as a means of illuminating the complexities of identity and subjectivity is now well established. However, despite these developments, there is relatively little work that attempts to grapple with popular culture in its manifold forms, some of which, nevertheless, reveal important insights into the vicissitudes of the human condition.

The “Psychoanalysis and Popular Culture” book series builds on the work done since 2009 by the Media and the Inner World research network, which was generously funded by the UK’s Arts and Humanities Research Council. It aims to offer spaces to consider the relationship between psychoanalysis in all its forms and popular culture that is ever more emotionalised in the contemporary age.

In contrast to many scholarly applications of psychoanalysis, which often focus solely on “textual analysis”, this series sets out to explore the creative tension of thinking about cultural experience and its processes with attention to observations from the clinical and scholarly fields of observation. What can academic studies drawing on psychoanalysis learn from the clinical perspective and how might the critical insights afforded by scholarly work cast new light on clinical experience? The series provides space for a dialogue between these different groups with a view to creating fresh perspectives on the values and pitfalls of a psychoanalytic approach to ideas of selfhood, society, and popular culture. In particular, the series strives to develop a psycho-cultural approach to such questions by drawing attention to the usefulness of post-Freudian and object relations perspectives for examining the importance of emotional relationships and experience.

Stop Making Sense: Music from the Perspective of the Real makes an invaluable contribution to this project. Drawing on a Lacanian paradigm of psychoanalysis, the author, Scott Wilson, articulates a compelling new theory of music as an art form that prompts unique modes of social bonding that can be understood as emanating not from the register of the imaginary, but, rather, from that of the real. In this way, Wilson argues, music can be understood as playing a mediating function for the subject, one that allows the subject to transcend the restrictive boundaries of sense-making in order to glimpse something of the often agonising intimacy of subjectivity and relatedness. For Wilson, Lacan’s excursions into the real provide a tool with which to excavate the sonic reality that underpins the subject’s modalities of being. The author offers a witty and erudite tour de force in this work, which encompasses such diverse themes as neoliberalism, delusion, psychosis, love, agony, and ecstasy. All of this is brought to life for the reader in a series of playful and compelling readings of the work of musical artists including The Beatles, Brian Eno, Yoko Ono, Hank Williams, Phil Collins, and Johann Sebaslian Bach. The book makes a timely and engaging contribution to the series, showing the ways in which music in all its forms operates in exchange with the unconscious registers of experience.

Caroline Bainbridge and Candida Yates

Series Editors




PREFACE

The obscure origins of this book lie in a parlour game that was devised a few years ago as a response to boredom with the music played at dinner parties. While enjoying the hospitality of a friend, a number of guests declared that they could no longer bear the music she was playing. While the host agreed that she was also tired of her collection, she was, nevertheless, affronted. Flicking back raven hair, she issued a challenge that met with counter-challenges that thus gave rise to a game of devilish intersubjectivity. The aim of this game would be to inflict the maximum pain on all the other players with the choice of a song. Each member would choose a song in a competition to discover, by democratic means, which was the most unbearable. The constraint, however, would be that one had to confess, on one’s honour, to loving the song in question. There would be two rounds, and voting would take place after each round, the awfulness of each song being ranked on a scale of 1–10. At the same time, contestants would attempt to identify the owner of each track of shame.

I cannot remember all the entries, but on this particular night a Hawkwind track complete with a ten-minute drum solo contested Neil Diamond’s “I Am, I Said” alongside a Boredoms track that consisted of two and a half minutes of belching. None of these could match the winner, however, Nick Cave’s “A Box for Black Paul”, which narrowly defeated “Guitar Man” by David Gates and Bread. Nine minutes of tuneless doom-laden, howling pretension was stoutly defended by its advocate as “post-parodic genius”.

The second round raised the stakes by introducing an example of 1970s German pop, Merle Haggard, Courtney Love, and some more Japanese noise that met with howls of derision. Way too entertaining. Profound, intense groans of agony, however, were produced by Judy Tzuke’s “Stay With Me Till Dawn”. Indeed, this looked the likely winner until the final track was played: “The Carpet Crawlers” by Genesis. It took some time for people to recover from their own carpet crawling, biting, and gnashing of teeth. But when they did, there was no question which song would win, by a unanimous vote.

Ahh, Phil Collins … of whom more will be heard later.

* * *

This book offers a new theory of music as a form of social bond analogous to, but quite distinct from, language as it is understood according to the Lacanian orientation in psychoanalysis. Located in a mediating position between the subject and the real, music is here regarded as a form of social bond analogous to, but quite distinct from, the language of speech, operating “outside sense”. In so doing, the book contributes to work on psychoanalysis, music, and sound studies even as it takes issue with the central premise informing that work. For the tradition represented by Mladan Dolar, A Voice and Nothing More (2006), David Schwarz, Listening Subjects (1997), and Kaja Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror (1988), the role of sound is reduced to voice and voice, somewhat paradoxically, to the Imaginary register, thereby subordinating sound to vision.

The book has three parts: a first part that explains its theoretical and methodological underpinnings that are based in a reading of subjects and symptoms, and second and third parts focusing on contemporary examples that look at how music has become both a powerful locus of discontent and a form of orientation in an age of “ordinary psychosis” (Jacques-Alain Miller), figured by the conjunction of avant-garde music, techno-science, and economic rationality that has rendered the conventional distinction between music and noise arbitrary.

I take music to have three essential elements: it is an organised, particulate system of sounds that is related both to noise and the voice. In the book, I show how the relation between these three elements operates in various ways broadly analogous to the clinical structures that provide the basis of psychoanalytic diagnosis. As is well known, these structures are all, in the Lacanian clinic, an effect of language and an unconscious that is structured like a language, following certain principles of structural linguistics derived from Saussure and Roman Jakobson concerning the signifier and the function of metaphor and metonymy. In his elucidation of these functions, Lacan famously had recourse to the condition of aphasia. Here, I appropriate the neurological condition of amusia, where music as a specific form (both mathematical and social/cultural) is perceived as an agonising noise. Accordingly, I coin the term amusia where the “a” marks the point of the intimate exteriority of dissonance with the social bond that the cultural form of music instantiates from the position of the real that is outside sense. The “a” denotes the noise not just left over from the cut in sound produced by music, but also the point of singular enunciation and discordance with one’s own sonic reality. Throughout, this notion of amusia is developed in relation to three well-known figures who have not only inverted the traditional distinction between music and noise evident in amusia, but have deterritorialised it from the concerns of an individual perception or symptom. The electronic ambient sounds of Brian Eno, the operatic screams of Yoko Ono, and the formidable noise-music of Merzbow operate at the amusical limits of music.

The book argues that music can be the vehicle of a specifically audio unconscious through the offices of dissonance and repetition, offering different modalities of being, or of regulating jouissance, particularly in the cases of psychosis and autism. Indeed, the clearest evidence for the approximate symbolic dimension of music is found in psychosis, where music can both sustain a relation to reality, and provide a reasonably stable basis for delusion in the face of the abyss opened out by foreclosure from the paternal signifier. This is evident in the case of Judge Schreber himself, but here I consider two other examples: the cases of the mathematician John F. Nash Jr, subject of the film A Beautiful Mind (Howard, 2001) and author of the “Nash equilibrium” that provided the basis for the social justification of neoliberal economics, and Mark Chapman, the first American to assassinate someone on the basis of his music. Both Nash and Chapman were, in their different ways, affected by various series of screams associated with The Beatles. They have this in common with many others born in the latter half of the twentieth century, of course, but the cultural dimension of music and its relation to symbolised reality through the power of delusion is discussed in this book in the context of the social transformations introduced by Anglo-American neoliberalism from the end of the 1970s. The great neoliberal experiment has, it seems, in no way been abandoned following the financial crisis of 2008, quite the contrary. For Michel Foucault, American neoliberalism is not an update of a theory of the state of nature, but a form of governance that generates a subject that bears all the hallmarks of psychosis understood in Lacanian terms. If this experiment culminated in 2008 with the spectacle of the virtual collapse of neoliberal capitalism through the negative equilibrium achieved through the paralysis of paranoid bankers unwilling to lend to each other, then this is entirely consistent with the structure outlined here. If not “ordinary psychosis”, as outlined by Miller, it constitutes, nevertheless, an imperative to behave as if one were psychotic in Lacan’s classical sense. The exemplary sociological figure that symptomatises this general condition and the effects of its acceleration by globalised telecommunication is the “hikikomori”. This is the Japanese name for youths who have withdrawn from all conventional social contact, sunk in quasi-autistic jouissance engaged in computer-based entertainments.

This book, therefore, looks at the cultural and social role of music as an open as well as closed system where, throughout, the audio unconscious locus of amusical desire can be tracked, outside sense. Music is often regarded as a “language” of the real in two senses: as a particulate system of essentially meaningless notes and tones that nevertheless provide regularities offering structure and orientation, and as the language of love, a means of mediating jouissance or the agonies and ecstasies that result from the real of sexual difference. With reference to specific examples drawn from the different clinical categories of Lacanian psychoanalysis, this book argues that music can be an art form that is organised around this perspective of the real, bringing for those speaking beings stuck in sense an other jouissance— and where jouissance was an other knowledge may follow—of a different form of orientation. Stop making sense!




 

 

 

 




Look how the floor of heaven

Is thick inlaid with patens of bright gold.

There’s not the smallest orb which thou behold’st

But in his motion like an angel sings,

Still choiring to the young-eyed cherubins.

Such harmony is in immortal souls,

But whilst this muddy vesture of decay

Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it.

(William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice)










Introduction: Fear of music


“I was walking along a path with two friends—the sun was setting—suddenly the sky turned blood red—I paused, feeling exhausted, and leaned on the fence—there was blood and tongues of fire above the blue-black fjord and the city—my friends walked on, and I stood there trembling with anxiety—and I sensed an infinite scream passing through nature”

(Edvard Munch, Journal, Nice, 22 January 1892)



Whether it was the volcanic eruption that burst from Krakatoa to leave a blood-red sky from 1883–1884, the scream of nature red in tooth and claw, or the dying agonies of God, the strange figure in Edvard Munch’s famous painting presses its hands against its ears in horror and agony. The Scream is not just a single image created in 1893, of course, but a series of images produced between 1893 and 1910. It is a series of repetitions of the same image of profound dissonance with one’s sonic environment. One of the most resonant images of the twentieth century and beyond, The Scream reverberates in aspects of culture from the exalted to the disposable. Among many other things, it is a powerful statement that the heavens no longer resound with the music of the spheres, but are rent by a primal scream that fulminates from the dawn of time. While in this muddy vesture of decay we cannot hear the harmony of immortal souls, and neither do we believe in them any more; we do sense an inhuman voice: a scream passing through nature, and the more we cover our ears against its background radiation, the more loudly it echoes throughout inner and outer space like cosmic tinnitus.

Munch was almost the exact contemporary of Sigmund Freud and his anguished figure could easily have been the father of psychoanalysis himself, since reportedly, “when exposed to music while out on the town in Vienna or Munich [Freud’s] automatic response was to immediately place his hands over his ears to block out the sound” (Diamond, 2012, p. 1). Freud, it seems, suffered from a form of mela-phobia, the fear or hatred of music. As we shall see in Chapter Two, Freud’s displeasure with music was associated with ignorance: “a turn of mind in me rebels against being moved by a thing without knowing why I am thus affected and what it is affects me” (Freud, 1914b, p. 211). Freud’s distress concerned the fact that music does not make sense, and yet affects or moves him without him knowing why. This lack of knowledge Freud has in common, ironically, with many musical geniuses, those who attest to knowing nothing about the source of their inspiration or quite why a particular phrase or series of notes brings joy or sorrow. This apparently senseless “other knowledge” conventionally associated with music transcends the particular savoir-faire, or know-how, it takes to make it, just as it transcends the musical ignorance that nevertheless hears and is affected by it in pleasure or pain, or often a combination of both. It is this relation between the non-sense of music and its powerful affectivity (for better or worse) that is the subject of this book. It is in this dynamic relation, which operates alongside language in the context of a world of speaking beings, that we can discern the movements of a specifically audio unconscious.

In his book Against Understanding: Commentary and Critique in a Lacanian Key (2014), Bruce Fink underscores the essential idea that “the primary goal of psychoanalysis … is not understanding but change” (p. 5). The process of understanding, making sense, formulating conclusions, all too quickly “reduces the unfamiliar to the familiar, transforms the radically other into the same” (Fink, 2014, p. i). Understanding always refers to that which one already knows and is, thus, a locus of fantasy. At the same time, it is precisely the senseless that provides the source of all possible understanding. As JacquesAlain Miller avers, “one is never taught by anything other than that which one doesn’t understand. One is never taught by anything other than by nonsense” (Miller, 2013a, p. 18). For psychoanalysis, the important thing is to move the subject to speech and the affectivity of music is precisely something that both broaches speech and its limits, an enigmatic form that points to the conjunction of speech and the unconscious desire that exceeds it, that seeks to go beyond words. For Freud, there was something fearful about music that indicated a repressed desire. The melophobia that made Freud clasp his hands to his ears in the presence of music, the sonic experience of fear and desire about which he professed his ignorance, will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Two. For now, it might be worth considering the significance, if any, of the experience of music as an object of phobia by way of an introduction to the main themes of this book.

The founding text in the psychoanalytic clinic of phobia is Freud’s case study on Little Hans, following the example of which a particular phobia always contains for psychoanalysis a certain utility and value in that it crystallises in an object indefinite fears or anxieties. When it occurs very early in life, such crystallisation supports the process of individuation that senses mortal danger from the very universe that has given rise to it. As Freud suggested in the case of Little Hans, phobia is an effect of the question that being raises for the subject “from where he was before the subject came into the world” (Lacan, 2006, p. 432). For the infant, this place is, of course, the mother’s body, a site of dependency but also, perhaps, potential re-engulfment. There are plenty of animal mothers who eat their young, after all. Anxiety may occur the moment the discontinuity sensed by an infant apprehends the vulnerability of its existence in the felt presence of a voracious outside. For Jacques Lacan, a phobia is an imaginary object that supplements through substitution the relative failure of the paternal function to place a symbolic limit on maternal demand. Phobia is sometimes regarded as an effect of a lack of boundaries; the phobic object, therefore, has a paradoxical nature in that it is an object of fear that also operates as a kind of boundary, a form of protection.

One can only speculate why music may function in this way. Apparently audible in the womb, along with, and in contradistinction to, the mother’s voice, music is often associated with the “oceanic” feeling that Freud suggests provides “the source of religious energy”, since it derives from the pleasurable residue of an infantile sense of “limitlessness and a bond with the universe” (Freud, 1930a, pp. 64–65). Confessing that he is incapable of discovering such a feeling in himself (p. 72), Freud further notes that such a feeling is in fact the expression of a strong need for protection. “The derivation of religious needs [derives] from the infant’s helplessness and longing for the father” and the protection he represents (p. 72). For Lacan, and those who follow the Lacanian orientation in psychoanalysis, the father or paternal function associated with his name is there to provide a boundary to such a feeling of limitlessness which, when it comes up against non-pleasurable objects and excitations, can rapidly become a locus of manifold fears. Operating precisely like a phobic object, the God of Solomon and the Old Testament is the crystallisation of such fears. In Seminar III, Lacan pays tribute to the inventors of a God through which these innumerable fears are replaced “by the fear of a unique being who has no other means of manifesting his power than what is feared behind those innumerable fears” (Lacan, 1993, p. 267).

From creaking floors to things that go bump in the night, sound, as David Toop explores in Sinister Resonance (2010), has a singular capacity to evoke fear even as music has charms to soothe the savage breast, in the well-known phrase of William Congreve. The most minimal definition of music holds that it is a particular organisation of sound, the principle of order providing, no doubt, the reassurance of form that a sudden eruption of noise disorientates. Another element is, of course, song and the musical element of the maternal voice that provides the basis, through imitation, for the speech of the infant. Perhaps melophobia has to do with this double or triple nature of music, the sense of the noise that evokes fear, on the one hand, the association with the materiality of voice, especially in its plaintive mode as a vehicle of longing, demand, and desire, and, on the other, with the precision of mathematical form. All are essential here precisely because, in Lacanian terms, they are exterior to the linguistic signifier and, thus, the name-of-the-father. That is to say, in the fear of music there is the threatening sound of the outside, the memory of the terrifying proximity of maternal demand, and the melophobic protection of a heterogeneous form in the absence of the paternal signifier.


The threefold nature of music

There are two apparently contrary Greek myths concerning the origin of music. The most familiar myth, from Homer, accounts for the invention of the lyre by Hermes when he discovers that a turtle shell can produce sound. With this discovery that given materials of the universe have pleasing sonic properties, comes ultimately the whole post-Pythagorean notion that music is a kind of sonic maths and, as such, is consistent with the laws of the universe revealed by mathematics. The contrary myth, from Pindar’s Twelfth Pythian Ode, concerns Pallas Athena who, upon hearing of Perseus’s slaying of Medusa, attempts to connect with “the sorrowful lamentations” of her sisters, and “framed the full-sounded harmony of the reeds that she might imitate with instruments the deep groans proceeding from Euryale’s fell cheeks” (Pindar, “Pythians Ode XII: to Midas of Agragas”, in West, 1964). The Medusa’s head, with her snakes for hair, used subsequently as an escutcheon of terror, has long been associated with fear and, since Freud, castration, female genitalia, and desire (Freud, 1963, pp. 202–203). Music is here established in relation to fear, desire, and death, providing form and vehicle for an enunciation that groans in mourning, railing at the senselessness of death, the reeds giving voice to inexpressible sorrow. Thus, Athena passes on the invention of the flute to mortals for the entertainment of the people, even though music never quite escapes the melancholy tenor of its origins, “Whatso of bliss is among men, ne’er does it appear unmingled with woes” (Pindar, Ode XII, in West, 1964). In its ability to give an ordered expression to the otherwise inexpressible pain of mourning, to give form to the formlessness of feminine jouissance, structure to non-sense, the musical “reed” operates as a kind of phallus that would suggest its utility as an object of phobia in Lacanian terms. But not just phobia; as we shall see, all the main diagnostic categories in psychoanalysis can be discerned in particular arrangements of music, voice, and noise.

In general, however, in its rare discussions of music, Lacanian psychoanalysis emphasises voice. Along with the gaze, voice as an example of objet petit a is one of the key Lacanian contributions to the psychoanalytic theory of object relations. Like The Scream, Lacanian psychoanalysis usually hears only the voice of demand or suffering rather than music as a symbolic form that, moreover, many believe bears in its mathematical properties the formula for the real. Music is generally of interest to psychoanalysis where it is regarded as “a voice and nothing more” (Dolar, 2006), that is, stripped of any aesthetic qualities or semblance of meaning that might be attributed to it. But in this, psychoanalysis is no different from the history of western philosophy. If epistemology privileges sight and light (insight, concept, theoria, enlightenment, and so on), ontology privileges voice; it is “phonocentric”, in the vocabulary of Jacques Derrida. “There has only ever been one ontological proposition”, wrote Gilles Deleuze, famously: “Being is univocal” (Deleuze, 1997, p. 35). From Parmenides to Heidegger, Duns Scotus to Deleuze himself, “it is the same voice that is taken up, in an echo which itself forms the whole deployment of the univocal” (p. 35). In this book, I am suggesting that music be regarded as quite distinct from language, even speech, though not entirely from enunciation. Speech and music are separate even when they may be brought together in the same site of enunciation or in the same object, as in a song. Indeed, music can take the place of, or enable, the development of speech, as in some cases of autism and aphasia. In this book, it is essential that music not be regarded as a subcategory of language. It is not a pre- or proto-language; it is not the pure materiality of language, the excess of language, or lalangue.




Lalangue and the real unconscious

However, in so far as musical form derives from the tradition of song, it can be said to emerge alongside, but distinct from, speech. In her book Lacan—The Unconscious Reinvented (2014), Colette Soler iterates the usual psychoanalytic positioning of music as a pre-symbolic effect of maternal voice, but with a significant difference of central importance to the argument of this book. Soler argues that later in his career, Lacan revises his initial understanding of the unconscious as structured like a language to a notion of the “Real unconscious” that is an effect of lalangue. Lalangue refers both to “langue”, the reservoir of virtual signifiers necessarily prior to any actual articulation of speech, or “parole”, and “lallation”, from the Latin lallare, which refers to the act of singing “la, la’” (as in a lullaby, for example) to infants who might imitate them in preparation for speech (or, indeed, song). As the example of singing indicates, “langue” as “an inconsistent multiplicity of differential elements that do not fix meaning” (Soler, 2014, p. 10) can equally refer to those elements of sound that become organised as notes and tones in pieces of music as they can refer to phonemes and words. Soler argues that in the later Lacan there is in the production of the unconscious a “move from the causal incidence of language to lalangue” (p. 32) This means that while the unconscious is an effect of a system of differences, those differential elements do not have to be words. Moreover, their resonance can be all the more affective (and effective in the unconscious) through their repetition, the repetition of an initial dissonance—Soler cites Lacan’s “example of the slap that … runs from one generation to the next” (p. 32). Soler’s first point, then, is that “the unconscious is a direct effect of these elements” that operate purely at the level of sound rather than language (p. 32). Second, the sonorous nature of these repetitive sounds of lallation “do not exclude the function of the Other” through which the subject is symbolised as a subject even though they are without syntax or sense:


La, la, la, like one precedes any two in the chain. For this reason, the enigmatic ones in the song of what is heard have a direct effect when they are linked to the enigma of sex. Lacan hammered it home often enough that there is no pre-verbal for the one who speaks, but that there is pre-language in the sense of syntax. The song—or better still, the “melody”—of the parents is not the message of the Other and exceeds it, just as the unconscious as lalangue exceeds the unconscious as language. (Soler, 2014, p. 33)



It is interesting here how Soler’s words exceed the message of Lacan in the sense that she moves from the “song” of the Other to its “melody”, a sequence of notes that is formally independent from any voice that might sing it. The verbal is exceeded here relative to music as a symbolic form, along with the parents that the melody passes through, and the unconscious as language. No doubt this is why Soler is keen to “limit the responsibility of parents to their children” in the effect that the melody of the Other produces in the unconscious because of the contingent nature of the “encounter [tuché] in the way one hears”, the radical singularity of the dissonant or traumatic encounter with the real that, while “missed”, is iterated in the automaton of unconscious repetition that, as an effect of pure sound, is articulated just as well—if not better—in music as in language. In this way, the lallation of lalangue produces the Real unconscious as opposed to the one structured like a language. “Lalangue is not Symbolic but Real. Real, because it is made of ones outside the chain and thus outside meaning (the signifier becomes real when it is outside the chain), and of ones which are enigmatically fused with jouissance” (Soler, 2014, p. 35). But in this move from the symbolic to the real unconscious, we can surely take a path through music where the “ones” resonate outside sense more (or just as) sonorously than with words. Indeed, the symbolic form of music, of a particular melody or refrain, is closer to the Real in this respect, a way through which the kernel of a particular musical or “amusical” symptom or symbolic formation can be perceived from the perspective of the real and, thereby, point the way to its resolution (Soler, 2014, p. 36).

So, while it is important to distinguish music itself from lalangue and the site of the maternal voice and body, there is no question that the imaginary effects of music are immense. Music cannot be entirely reduced to the imaginary register as the mirror of reflected meaning or significance that makes sense to the ego, but, at the same time, music is a profound locus of delusion—not least in the idea that it has special powers of speech. Indeed, the heterogeneity of music and voice is evident in the desire that music speak, that it say what words cannot say. Conventionally, music is attributed with a special, imaginary power of speech, that it is able to address the question of existence in a way that escapes language. That this is indeed a delusion does not dispel the desire for musical speech, but, further, in a way that is neither reducible to the imaginary nor the residue or substrate of speech and language, music as a specific form and structure generates effects of an audio or real unconscious. As such, it must be distinguished from speech even though it is no doubt the case that music only has significance—only has meaning—for speaking beings in so far as it is misperceived as speech. But music that resonates from the perspective of the real says nothing and has no meaning, any more than mathematics. The correspondences that are found in mathematics and music seem to suggest that they must mean something, but they do not. “To extract a natural law is to extract a meaningless formula”, says Lacan, similarly a refrain. Formulae consist of “pure signifiers”, and “the idea that such a signifier might signify something … means that God is present in natural phenomena and speaks to us in his language” (Lacan, 1993, p. 184). Since music has no propositional content, no reference to anything other than itself, no predication, it actually makes no sense to say it is either meaningful or meaningless, since “music does not even have the possibility of being meaningful” in a linguistic sense (see Patel, 2008, p. 304). It is, therefore, outside the opposition that might make the term “meaningless” meaningful as an effect of linguistic difference. Music has no relation to meaning, not even a negative relation. Music is not a code; it cannot be decoded.

It is a different question with the psychoanalytic notion of voice, however, which is also held distinct from language and from meaningful speech. Miller (2007) defines the category of voice “as everything in the signifier that does not partake in the effect of signification”, and “precisely that which cannot be said” (pp. 141, 145). To the degree to which music can be regarded as an “unspeakable object”, it can be subsumed into the category of voice. However, music as an object has a specific form that can be related to, and distinguished from, both formlessness and noise. I take music to have three essential elements: music, noise, and voice.

First, in its most minimal definition as a particular arrangement or organisation of sound, music makes a “cut” in sound that is related to the dissonant noise to which it refers, retrospectively, as its formless origin, and the noise that falls out or remains excluded from the specific sonic arrangement. Second, then, some notion of noise, of non-music, is essential to music even though any sound and, therefore, any noise can be music. Noise cannot be simply opposed to music as in the sense of disorganised sound; there is no noise as such in this respect, merely difference—or, rather, dissonance. Moreover, if we are to believe Pythagoras and his followers, there is no disorganised sound since, in so far as it is comprised of laws, the whole universe is music. Indeed, as we know from John Cage, any temporal framing, echo, or iteration immediately provides the minimal form of organisation necessary for the perception of music. Yet, precisely because music here is defined as an effect of repetition that either confirms the regularity necessary to determine the existence of mathematical laws, or provides the merest basis of sonic reflection necessary to perceive organization, such repetition must be preceded by some initial, no doubt mythical, irruption of pure dissonance that is missed, hidden behind the noise that heralds the drive to come that will be captured by the awareness of sound and its resonance. This primordial dissonance, therefore, inhabits music as its real orientation prior to the voice that similarly inhabits the discourse of the Other for Lacan. As Miller confirms, this


voice inhabits language, it haunts it. It is enough to speak for the menace to emerge that what cannot be said could come to light. If we speak that much, if we organize symposiums, if we chat, if we sing and listen to singers, if we play music and listen to it, Lacan’s thesis implies that it is in order to silence what warrants to be called the voice as object little a. (Miller, 2007, p. 145)



Lucidly, Miller defines the Lacanian category of voice in contradistinction to language, speech, and, indeed, music even as he implies its necessity to all. With regard to music, this voice emanates from a site of enunciation that articulates the subject’s own inherent senselessness, noise, or dissonance to that of the universe. Yet, following this notion of voice as object a, it is possible to produce a new term, “amusia”, appropriated from the condition of melophobia, where the “a” marks the point of the intimate exteriority of dissonance to the repetition that articulates music. The “a” denotes the noise not just left over from the cut in sound produced by music, but the point of singular enunciation and discordance with one’s own sonic reality.




The perspective of the real

We know very well from Lacan’s seminal chapter in Seminar 11, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, that the encounter with the real is always missed and that it is located beyond the repetition that it nevertheless inaugurates: “the real is that which always hides behind the automaton” (Lacan, 1986, pp. 53–54). At the same time, it seems, in the history of psychoanalysis the automaton is always heralded by sound, some startling or traumatic sound that awakens the dream of life and sets in motion the battery of signifiers that articulate the drive. For Freud, it was the “shell shock” that caused the traumatic neuroses of soldiers otherwise uninjured from the battles of the war in Europe from 1914–1918 that provided the context for his reflections on “repetition compulsion”, the “death drive” and the trauma that is eventually mastered by symbolisation in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (Freud, 1920g). Lacan uses the example of some mysterious “knocking” that kicks off and forms the representational basis of his own dream that he suggests, poised between perception and consciousness, was attempting to keep him asleep. He then connects this facet of his own dream to the dream of the burning child, another dream “made up entirely of noise” that is predicated on “a noise made to recall [the dreamer] to the real”, but which merely hints at another reality beyond it, inherent to the dream of sound and meaning. Lacan could not be clearer here: noise is not the real, even though it is through noise that the real makes itself felt and which forms the basis of the drive that will be articulated in the chain of sounds that form language—and, indeed, music.


The real may be represented by the accident, the noise, the small element of reality, which is evidence that we are not dreaming. But, on the other hand, this reality is not so small, for what wakes us is the other reality hidden behind the lack of that which takes the place of representation – this, says Freud is the Trieb. But … if, for the lack of representation, it is not there, what is this Trieb? We may have to consider it as being only Trieb to come. (Lacan, 1986, p. 60)



It is only at this point, with the arrival of the drive heralded by the noise that masks the insistent silence of the real that any “perspective” may be organised in the sense of depth of either sound or vision. Perspective is an attribute of the drive and its aim. Accordingly, the sense of perspective is orientated around the particular noise in which the real insists in both the site of its enunciation, on the one hand, and the particular mode of organisation perceived in its repetition, on the other. The real is not noise, then, which logically means it must be silence, which, moreover, as both art and science attest, is impossible. For Lacan, the real is not noise, not least because noise always heralds the Vorstellung, the chain of representations that encircle and seek to make sense of it retrospectively. This also implies that in its initial eruption, noise is outside sense, and, as such, brings us into proximity with the real of which one is also a part. As Miller writes concerning the inherent delusion of discourse relative to the real, “what we call the real is something that cannot be made sense of. And that is why we use the category of the real. So beware of making sense” (Miller, 2009, p. 159).

In this book, I show how the relation between these three elements—music, noise and the voice—operate differently in various ways related to different perspectives of the real that echo in a supplementary way, that is to say, with a difference, the clinical structures that provide the basis of psychoanalytic diagnosis. These structures are all, in the Lacanian clinic, at least in its initial instantiation, an effect of language and an unconscious that is structured like a language following certain principles of structural linguistics derived from Saussure and Roman Jakobson concerning the signifier and the function of metaphor and metonymy. Music, as we have argued, emerges like language for speaking beings from lalangue to produce an audio or real unconscious that operates through the offices of dissonance and repetition, as a particulate system of sounds, that is heterogeneous but also supplementary to language, offering different modalities of sublimation and jouissance, for example, in the cases of psychosis and autism.

Stop Making Sense: Music from the Perspective of the Real is an attempt to elucidate the idea of an audio or real unconscious that passes through the Other offering an approximate, yet different, relation to the symbolic order. While the question of meaning arises most forcefully in relation to the formal power of music, it is in the symbolic distinction between music and noise, a distinction that is relational, cultural, and highly subjective, that establishes the extimate relation between the subject and the structure of meaning and affect that organises it. Here, it might be useful to note that this book does not give any special, technical significance to the term “affect” that has been appropriated by sound studies from philosophy (see, for example, Thompson & Biddle, 2013). However, in so far as this interest in affect concerns what music and sound “does” rather than what it “means”, and relates to “the fluctuations of feeling that shape the experiential in ways that may impact upon but nevertheless evade conscious knowing”, this book is broadly in sympathy with the project (Thompson & Biddle, 2013, p. 6). The reference in this book, however, is to psychoanalysis, not to philosophy, and the former has a whole vocabularly of affects that the single term, abstracted by philosophy, misses, it seems to me. Certainly, the locus of affect generated by the force and structure of music produces unconscious effects, impulses of and from a desire for an Other knowledge outside sense.

Indeed, the production of an audio unconscious in which music has a privileged role can be translated quite straightforwardly in the terms well known from the early Lacan. As we have suggested, the perception of music as a particular organisation of sound depends upon a symbolic distinction between music and non-music. The privileging of one order of sound as music condemns the rest as noise. This is an operation equivalent, in Lacanian terms, to symbolic castration, an operation that would erect a particular formation of music to phallic proportions. Music becomes phallic, therefore, in two essential ways. First, it consists entirely in meaningless tones and notes, analogous to pure signifiers. Second, through the cut of this essential division that gives shape and form to the raw materiality of sound, music becomes the very sign or symbol of the symbolic order as a whole, just as, correlatively, music is often seen in its organisation as homologous to social order. The notion of amusia is essential here because it is the ambivalent space within which the distinction turns, since music is perceived as noise, pure dissonance, but on the prior understanding that it is music. Music is perceived as painful noise, singing as screaming, in a way that clearly perceives, symptomatically, the symbolic violence of music and, by extension, the social order that is continuous with it.

Music, the ability to play it and recognise it, musical savoir-faire and technical know-how, are, of course, culturally constrained and now and again bump up against the dissonant sounds and alien techniques of foreign cultures that speak foreign languages. Since it is heterogeneous to language, music can provide a very interesting point of connection between distinct cultures, both positively and negatively. In what is known as the west, over the years, the strange music of other cultures has been read as a sign of ethnic authenticity or jouissance that has been used as the basis of love or hatred, but always in relation to an ignorance that is unshakable. The delusion that music contains some semblance of meaning establishes a relation to the question of meaning, thereby turning it into an object of passion—love, hatred, or ignorance.




Natura musicans and the non-sense of the real

Since Edvard Munch sensed the infinite scream passing through nature in 1893, the understanding of music has become transformed. In the wake of Luigi Russolo, Edgard Varèse, Olivier Messiaen, Pierre Shaeffer, John Cage, and Karl-Heinz Stockhausen, among many others, music has become regarded as an open system encompassing nature and machines in which the distinction between music and noise is shifting, difficult, if not impossible, to define. There is also “noise-music”, the existence of which formally abolishes the term noise that gives the genre its name. Supremely, the old idea of natura musicans has been revived, in which music permeates, even constitutes, the whole world. This is a world that consists of an assemblage of musical milieus from the co-evolutionary symbioses of multi-cellular beings to the unimaginable subatomic domain of super strings, the secret vibrations supposedly constitutive of all matter, including dark and anti-matter. The failure of the symbolic order to maintain clear distinctions, definitions, and boundaries has been suggested as one possible cause of the apparent increase not just in cases of phobia and other neuroses, but also in psychosis, to the extent that, in 1999, Jacques-Alain Miller offered the new clinical category of “ordinary psychosis” that problematises the hitherto fundamental binary distinction between neurosis and psychosis articulated by the Name-of-the-Father (see Miller, 2009). While ordinary psychosis can be seen as an effect of the lack of definitions—that is to say, the lack of the lack introduced by clear-cut definitions—music becomes full with noise when it lacks similar definition and is rendered continuous with the general ambient environment.

In a recent essay in which he reflects on the “responsibility” he has taken throughout his career in “answering” for what is “essential” in Lacan’s teaching, Miller isolates a key phrase from Lacan’s last seminar that “gives an orientation” to the understanding of the late Lacan and, indeed, retrospectively to the oeuvre as a whole.


What is, in fact the point that attracts thought [in the late Lacan] … One writes a song, a light-hearted ditty or a grand symphony. But for anyone who gets involved in thinking, in communicating something of this thought, a chord is struck, the opening chord. And in this “Everyone is mad, that is, delusional” I hear the chord, the root chord. (Miller, 2013b, p. 19)



It is interesting and appropriate that Miller should deploy the metaphor of music here in order to convey the idea that, in his later seminars, Lacan regarded meaning itself not simply as a semblance, but language as a whole, the chain of signification, as a locus of delusion in the impression it gives of being able to make sense of the real. In the grand musical arrangement or orchestration of his work there is but the one chord—the one of the la la la of lalangue that reorientates Lacan’s work from the perspective of the real. This not simply that language ultimately makes no more sense than music, but provides in the manner of music the support and impetus for multiple delusions. To the degree that all speaking beings remain under this impression that language can make sense, “tout le monde est fou, c’est-à-dire, délirant” (“everyone is mad, that is to say, delusional”—see also Miller, 2009, p. 159). However, the one chord, or chord-of-the-one, that Miller describes resonating throughout Lacan’s teaching generally provides the basis for a reorientation of his thought and discourse in a musical direction for those following the Lacanian orientation in psychoanalysis. The chord itself, of course, is “unorientable” (p. 19); since it is drawn from a multiplicity of differential elements exterior to language, the chord has the power of orientation that is itself unorientable, that is to say, has no place in any system of signification. Music is, thus, the only thing that is not delusional, precisely to the degree to which it is acknowledged that it makes no sense, since it comprises meaningless notes and phrases that yet have the power to orientate and enjoin thought.

It is precisely this chord—the one found by Miller in his musical analysis of Lacan’s oeuvre—that orientates this book in its attempt to show how music, including voice and noise—provides a principle of orientation from the perspective of the real in various clinical structures evident in culture, society, and politics affected by music. In this musical reorientation of Lacanian discourse, the name-of-the-father is no longer the definitive organising principle that determines the various diagnostic categories, but is just one symptom among others. As Guéguen argues,


the Name-of-the-Father works as a function (in the mathematical sense) and not as a signifier of a totality. It can thus be upheld through many devices, many values ascribed to the variable: it becomes one among many other ways of ensuring a strong hold on what we call reality [and] a shared social bond. (Guéguen, 2013, p. 72)



Music can operate as just such a function in this mathematical, that is to say, symbolic way even in the default of language and, indeed, even in the default of mathematics. Indeed, the clearest evidence for the approximate symbolic dimension of music is found in psychosis, where music can both sustain a relation to external reality and provide a reasonably stable basis for delusional reality in face of the abyss opened out by the failure of language and foreclosure from the Name-of-the-Father.
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