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The woman who couldn’t forget 

 

 The setting is a shop. Or a living room. Or the end of a street. The definition isn’t perfect, but 

we can see what is going on. That, after all, is what matters. In fact, more often than not, nothing 

happens. Everything is still. No great show, simply the tedious insignificance of everyday life. Except, 

yes, every now and then a shadowy figure does move. A customer, a child, a passer-by. Moving into 

and out of the frame. Then everything is still again. 

 This is the most basic of cameras, a surveillance camera. Much of the time it serves no 

purpose at all. But if something looks wrong, you can press record. Obviously, you are not always 

sitting at the computer. So you trust automatic settings to do their best. An unusual noise or a 

suspect movement starts up the camera of its own accord. The recording lasts a few minutes and 

then, depending on the model, the camera goes back to stand-by mode. In other, binge-like cases, 

events are recorded in full. All day and all night. Recordings are kept for a few days or a few weeks, 

then erased and recorded over. Never kept permanently. Too expensive. And, of course, completely 

pointless. 

 We could consider that our memory functions in the same way. Its camera records the life 

events that interest us, and stores them in our private video library. We can take them out again 

someday when the need arises, if they have not been erased by the passage of time. But no human 

being records the entire film of his of her life. Surely no one does? Well perhaps some do. 
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PART ONE: LEVIATHAN MEMORIES 

Extracts 

 

Example 1: Absolute pitch 

 The Sistine Chapel. Cardinals have elected the new pope in this part of the Vatican Palace for 

more than five centuries. We are all familiar with its vaulted ceiling, painted by Michelangelo, 

particularly the frescoes of the Creation of Adam and the Final Judgement. During the Eighteenth 

Century the score of the Miserere was also kept here like a state secret. Woe betide anyone who 

made it public, he would immediately be excommunicated. 

 This was Gregorio Allegri’s musical setting of Psalm 50 from the Bible. Since its first 

performance in 1639, in the time of Urban VIII, the Vatican had formally forbidden performances of 

it anywhere but in the Sistine chapel for matins on the Wednesday and Friday of Holy Week. 

Furthermore, it was not permissible to reproduce it in any way. It seems likely the choristers 

themselves were the first to be targeted, but not one dared brave the pope’s ban. The Miserere was 

a unique work and it was to stay that way. 

 

Mozart and the Miserere 

 It is Wednesday 11th April 1770. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart is just fourteen years old. He is 

standing in the half light of the Sistine Chapel. We are at the end of Tenebrae mass which, with the 

Miserere, reminds us of Christ’s suffering. Night is falling, the yellow wax altar candles have been 

extinguished. Mozart closes his eyes and allows his mind to be filled with these waves of music sung 

by two choirs a cappella. 
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 In 1770 he is already recognised as a young prodigy. He and his father Leopold have visited 

every court in Europe, he has already composed three operas, and loves surprising those around 

him. Father and son are both aware of the papal ban shrouding the Miserere. And yet, on this 

particular evening, Wolfgang has decided to memorise the piece down to the last note. Partly for the 

love of a challenge, partly because he thinks it achievable. The Miserere is not a very long work 

(thirteen or fourteen minutes), and it has many repetitive elements. Leopold has guessed his son’s 

intention, but offers no resistance, encourages him even. Of course, it will cause a scandal, but what 

better way to gain recognition? 

 That same evening Wolfgang transcribes the Miserere onto a score. As a lover of detail, he 

goes back to listen to the piece again at the second matins, on Friday 13th April, in order to correct a 

few mistakes. On the 14th he claims his score is complete, and Leopold writes to his wife: “You may 

already have heard of Rome’s famous Miserere, which is so highly prised that the chapel’s singers 

are forbidden, on pain of excommunication, to take even one bar of the piece out of the chapel, to 

copy it or dictate it to anyone. Well, we now have it. Wolfgang wrote it down from memory1!” 

 The news spreads fast because Leopold makes a point of asking his wife to pass the letter 

around influential (and loose-tongued) individuals in Salzburg. In Rome, inevitably, people are 

scandalised. The Mozarts are very likely accused of stealing the score, or buying it. Not so, Leopold 

replies, Wolfgang just learned it by heart. This may seem impossible, but the young man had a gift 

that went hand in hand with his genius: he had absolute pitch. 

 From the age of seven, as reported in one Frankfurt newspaper, young Wolfgang recognised 

every note “individually or in a chord, played on a piano or any imaginable instrument, including 

bells, drinking glasses and music boxes.” That is absolute pitch: every note is recognised, identified, 

memorised. Every sound – birdsong, a dog’s bark, bells ringing – sounds like an unforgettable 

musical note. 

 
1 Cited by Bernard Lechevalier in Le Cerveau de Mozart, Odile Jacob, 2003 
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The Lucky Few 

 A change of scene. We are now in the Olivier-Messiaen Hall at Maison de la Radio, the 

headquarters of Radio France. The musicians are tuning up for the final rehearsal of Beethoven’s 

Fifth Symphony, under the baton of the Korean conductor Myung-whun Chung. There are almost 

one hundred of them. In order for the concert to be perfect, naturally all the musicians need to tune 

their instruments to the same pitch. Which is why, just before the conductor arrives, the oboe plays 

an A, which is taken up by the first violin. This recalibration is vital for most musicians. Most, but not 

all. Some people do not need this reference point, because they never mistake a note. They are said 

to have absolute pitch.  

 Having absolute pitch means instantly recognising a note as readily as other people 

recognise a colour or a word. If, for example, you play them a C sharp, they immediately know it as C 

sharp, as others would know something was green or yellow. Absolute pitch is not unlike an instinct, 

a musical instinct. 

 Around the world, one person in ten thousand has this ability. Hardly surprisingly, it is more 

common among musicians. The reason for this is simple: this distinction, which is usually discovered 

in early childhood, encourages young people towards music-related professions, where it proves 

very useful. It is said that one fifth of musicians at Radio France have this gift. The conductor Myung-

whun Chung is one of these lucky few. He was musical director of the Radio France Philharmonic 

Orchestra until 2015. 

 “For a conductor,” he tells us, “it is undeniably an advantage to have absolute pitch because 

you don’t need to refer back to anything. But,” he warns, “having absolute pitch is no guarantee of 

talent!” 

 Perhaps so, but it was because he had absolute pitch that Mozart was able to recognise and 

remember every note of Allegri’s Miserere. Schumann and Ravel also had the gift. More recently, 
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Glenn Gould could memorise any piece of music on a first reading. Michael Jackson remembered 

every aspect, down to the tiniest detail, of each of the hundreds of songs he wrote. Ella Fitzgerald 

and Bing Crosby were also “absolutists” as they are sometimes teasingly called. There is an amusing 

anecdote about Jimi Hendrix, too. When he was learning the guitar as a young boy, his family was 

very poor and could not afford to buy him a record-player, so he would go to a music store, pretend 

to be a customer interested in a particular record and ask to listen to it. Then he would go home, 

and – like Mozart with the Miserere – he could instantly play it on his guitar. There are endless lists 

of “absolutists” on the internet, probably blithely mixing legend with reality. Still, some names crop 

up again and again: Leonard Bernstein, Stevie Wonder, Julie Andrews, Céline Dion, Yo-Yo Ma, Barbra 

Streisand, Brian Wilson, Frank Sinatra… 

 

Absolute pitch, relative pitch 

 To understand absolute pitch more fully, we need only compare it to the musical ear of the 

majority of people, who can identify “relative pitch”. A professor at the Conservatoire National 

Supèrieur of the Paris School of Music suggests a little experiment. She ushers in two students and 

plays a few notes without giving them an A which, in the Western World, is the traditional reference 

note, and then asks them to identify the notes. 

 For Sébastien, who does not have absolute pitch, this is a difficult exercise. The professor 

obligingly plays the six notes again. Sébastien tries to guess: “E… E… C… G… F?” 

 The professor says nothing. Apparently, this is not right. Sébastien decides to give up. 

 “It’s really difficult for me,” he says. “I don’t have absolute pitch, so I try to work with the 

intervals, but if I don’t get the right starting note, the whole thing’s wrong.” 
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 An interval is the distance between two notes, and in the West an octave is divided into 

twelve notes. But without knowing what the first note is, there is a risk of transposing a whole 

sequence. 

 By contrast, the girl next to Sébastien has absolute pitch. She has no trouble at all giving the 

correct answer: “F sharp, F natural, D, A, G, B flat.” 

 “Spot on!” says the professor. 

 “I have absolute pitch,” the student tells us. “It means I can identify notes independently of 

each other with no starting reference. For me every note is a reference, I hear them as they are, as 

themselves.” 

 Many people refer to this as having an “ear” for music but this is inaccurate. Absolute pitch 

has nothing to do with the ear and is all to do with the brain. It is an aptitude – a gift, some would 

say – of memory. 

  

The music of sounds 

 What is it like living with absolute pitch? Not all that great. We are in a Paris street with the 

“absolutist” Elizabeth Balmas, first violin for the Radio France orchestra.  

 “In everyday life,” she confides, “absolute pitch can be a burden because every sound is 

perceived as a note or chord.” 

 As she says this a police car storms down the street with its siren blaring. 

 “And that’s a perfect example! To someone with absolute pitch, a police siren is A, B, A, B.  

When you’re in the street and you hear a motorbike or a siren, you hear all the notes.” 

 Two hundred metres further along, a bell rings up in a church tower.  
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 “There I’m hearing a bell with a dominant C sharp chord. But the sound of a bell is made up 

of several sounds with a base note and lots of harmonics. So really there’s more than just the C 

sharp.” 

 On our walk around Paris, we take Elizabeth Balmas to an aviary at the Jardin 

d’acclimatation amusement park. A parrot regales her with a cheerful D, B. Elizabeth takes up her 

violin and replies with the same notes.  

 “Thanks to music, we understand each other.” 

 Then from high up the cage comes a “glissando from C sharp to D sharp” (according to 

Elizabeth), which the violin immediately echoes. In fact, to anyone with absolute pitch everything 

can be heard as music – from the best to the worst. And the worst of it is being in a restaurant. 

 “In a restaurant,” Elizabeth tells us, “you can’t help listening to the music from those 

wretched loudspeakers. Hearing every note – it can be very annoying!” 

 

 From the ear to the brain 

 Absolute pitch is not a myth, then; some people really do have it. But where is the difference 

located? And is this talent acquired or inborn? But we must not get ahead of ourselves. First, we 

should look at how sounds reach the brain. Let us take, for example, the opening notes of 

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. When that Da, da, da da is played, it makes the eardrum vibrate and 

transmits a message to the inner ear. These vibrations are disseminated through a liquid medium in 

the cochlea, a snail-shell shaped bone lined with thousands of tiny cells called cilia cells. Under the 

microscope, we can see they are off differing lengths. In fact, the shorter a cell is, the higher the 

frequencies it codes. The longer it is, the lower the frequencies. With a little imagination, we can see 

the cochlea as a piano keyboard, a biological keyboard. High-pitched sounds are sensed at the base 

of the membrane, deeper ones in the centre and so on to the top. The louder a sound is, the more it 
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curves the cilia cells. By moving accordingly, they transform the mechanical signals of a sound into 

electrical signals sent to the neurones of the auditory nerve in the cerebral cortex. 

 The human ear can distinguish more than three thousand nuances of sound with 

frequencies varying from twenty to twenty thousand hertz. The note A used as a reference in many 

countries vibrates at 440 hertz, which means it vibrates 440 times a second.  It is the note played by 

most tuning forks, and all other notes in the scale are declined from this 440-hertz A. Having 

absolute pitch means being able to recognise this note without any hesitation and no need for a 

tuning fork. But is this a question of hearing? 

 Not at all, says Rémy Pujol2, a specialist on the subject. The ear functions broadly in the 

same way for everyone. It is in the next stage, when the signal is transmitted to the brain, that things 

differ.  Put another way, it is not that “absolutists” have a musical ear, but a musical brain. The brain 

of an individual with absolute pitch decodes the information sent by the ear far more precisely than 

other listeners’. Why is this and what is the secret of these individuals? Robert Zatoree, a Canadian 

researcher at the Montreal Institute of Neurology set about finding the answer. 

 

The secret of absolute pitch revealed 

 Robert Zatorre used the technique of tomography by positon emissions. He invited some 

twenty musicians to his laboratory, half of them with absolute pitch and half without. He installed 

them in the scanner one at a time and played them a few notes of music. The aim was to see which 

areas of the brain were activated by the music in the two different groups.  

 The results were very clear. As one would expect, musicians without absolute pitch had to 

use their working memory to calculate notes by using the intervals between them. They do this 

quickly, but it is not instantaneous. It takes time and effort. 

 
2 Emeritus Professor at the University of Montpellier in an interview for the television programme Les Grandes 
Énigmes de la science. 
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 Those with absolute pitch, on the other hand, have no need to call on their working 

memory. They have something much better: a specific area of the brain technically known as the 

“left posterior dorsolateral frontal cortex”. We can settle for a more user-friendly term, the 

“association zone”. Or a more colourful one, “the absolute pitch department store”. Most musicians 

do not use this area, it seems to be reserved for those with absolute pitch. We can, therefore, say 

emphatically that this area of the brain is the preserve, the secret of individuals with absolute pitch. 

 Since childhood, they have used this part of the brain to memorise a series of correlations 

between notes and specific frequencies: 440 Hz for A, 466 Hz for A sharp or B flat, 494 Hz for B, then 

if we go back down to middle C, that is 262 Hz, D is 294 Hz and so on. Which is why, when they hear 

a sound, they need do no calculations at all, they simply use their memories. They go and retrieve 

the answer from their “department store” where the note-frequency correlations have been stocked 

and labelled from childhood. Practical, easy, instant. 

 “All of which means,” explains Rémy Pujol, “that for these people, the brain has taught itself 

to recognise sounds, recognise notes, and it must do this very early on in a child’s development, in 

the first few years. It makes connections that allow the adult to accomplish this sound perception 

task.” 

 To summarise this in a simple formula: having absolute pitch is not to do with the ear but 

the memory. If this hypothesis is right, it will be the last word on an enigma that has obsessed lovers 

of music, professional or amateur, since music began. 

 

[…] 
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Example 2: Super-noses 

 

Olfactory pathways 

 Why not take a beautiful example – the Provence Rose. There are still a few fields of them 

around the perfume capital of Grasse. These flowers are used in the composition of great perfumes. 

The Provence Rose is a heavy, compact flower that blooms in the spring, from April to June. The 

petals are strong pink, the stamens golden yellow. As for their sweet, honeyed smell, it is 

exceptional. 

 But what is a smell? If we forgot poets and asked a chemist, he or she would say it is a cloud 

of molecules which are themselves assemblages of atoms. A pulmonologist would go on to point out 

that on average we breathe twenty-three thousand times a day, and with each inhalation we take in 

a multitude of odour molecules in the air. We smell them through the nose, the mouth and the retro 

nasal passage. The molecules released by the smell of grilled meat, for example, would pass through 

both the nose and the mouth to reach the same target area – the small olfactory epithelium at the 

back of the nostrils. 

 The molecules that have wafted from our Provence Rose attach to receptors on the very 

ends of countless tiny hairs that line the olfactory mucous membrane. This migration happens in a 

recognised order because each receptor corresponds to a specific type of molecule. A complex 

smell, such as the Provence rose, comprises different molecules which will each “latch onto” their 

assigned position. As soon as they make contact, an electrical (or, in fact, electrochemical) impulse is 

transmitted to the, so to speak, second floor of the system situated in the brain. This is the olfactory 

bulb which sits just above the nasal cavity. Its role is to make a first assessment of the information 

received before sending it on to higher floors. The whole process is like well organised 

administration with smells following a rigidly ranked trajectory. It is on the third floor, then, when 
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we come to the olfactory cortex, that the sweet smell of our Provence rose will be analysed, 

compared, recognised and appreciated.  

 

Where does the difference lie? 

 When we consider the abilities of a “super-nose”, we inevitably wonder where – and, 

therefore, on which floor – the process differs from an ordinary nose. In a more complex olfactory 

membrane with more receptors? Do super-noses benefit from a better equipped olfactory system 

from birth? To deny that would be ridiculous, the genetic lottery must play a role which remains to 

be illuminated. But all super-noses agree emphatically: the decisive factor is experience. Not innate 

qualities, experience. 

 Thierry Wasser, for example, has a particular passion for Provence roses. He can identify 

their every nuance, even the most secret. His colleagues are always amazed by his ability to perceive 

smells in these roses – even when working with just the petals – that they themselves cannot grasp. 

How does he do it? 

 

The smell of emotions 

 Once again, we come back to the brain. It is the memory – not the nose – that keeps traces 

of smells that have mattered to us. Some are never forgotten. The smell of home, a lover’s perfume 

or the heart of a forest. These memories cannot be erased. They “stick” to our memories because of 

their powerful emotional cargo. 

 A recent experiment helped us understand this. It was carried out in 2014 by a team at the 

Centre for Neuroscience research in Lyon3. The experiment studied the emotional impact of a smell. 

 
3 There is an account of the experiment on:  
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The volunteers were shown a succession of different images on a screen, and each image was 

associated with a smell diffused in the room. Some of the smells were discreet, others very intense, 

some pleasant and others very unpleasant. After four days the researchers summoned the group of 

volunteers again and, diffusing the same smells, they asked the volunteers which image had been 

associated with each smell. What did they find? The stronger the emotion produced by the smell – 

be it pleasant or unpleasant – the more accurate their recollection of the image. This is by ways of 

being an experimental generalisation of Proust’s famous madeleine episode. The smell of a small 

madeleine brings to mind a whole swathe of the narrator’s life4.  

 This is because some perfumes are part of our lives. They are engraved on our episodic 

memory, where recollections of our personal experience are encoded. And this can be explained by 

an experiment conducted at Brown University in Providence5, which showed that smells powerfully 

activate two areas of the brain, the hippocampus and the amygdala. The hippocampus is implicated 

in the process of memory, the amygdala is the hub of our emotional life. Interestingly, smells have a 

very distinctive characteristic: they are connected directly to the amygdala (and therefore our 

emotions) without passing via the cerebral cortex or giving it a chance to analyse them. 

 This short-circuit may be a vestige from the brains of early hominids for whom a smell could 

signal the presence of a dangerous predator. It could then trigger a warning signal without giving the 

brain time to think. In this, our sense of smell, which may well have come at a more primitive stage 

in our evolution, is very different to sight which requires thought, however cursory, to decode what 

we have seen. 

 Put another way: in the brain, smells are pure emotion.  When we smell something 

unpleasant our reflex is to recoil. Our ancestors would have fled. With a pleasant smell, we allow 

 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4047821/ 

 
4 Marcel Proust, Du côté de chez Swann (Swann’s Way), Grasset, 1913 
5 Neuroimaging evidence for the emotional potency of odor-evoked memory, 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.476.1108&rep = rep1&type = pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4047821/
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ourselves to enjoy pleasurable sensations that become lastingly imprinted in our memory by this all-

powerful marker of emotion. 

 Perfume manufacturers are so aware that smells by-pass the rational brain that, to show off 

their products, they create luxurious commercials with absolutely no meaning or purposes other 

than to immerse us in a dream world travelled by imaginary apparitions embodied by stars such as 

Charlize Theron whom we watch – inexplicably – using silky fabric to climb onto an improbable 

rooftop through the ceiling of a salon in the Château de Versailles6! 

 Thanks to training and life experiences, then, a super-nose constantly nurtures his or her 

emotional memory with tens of thousands of smells. This memory bank becomes a personal library, 

with each smell associated with an intense, unforgettable recollection. All the great “noses” of 

perfumery say the same thing: creating a perfume is an intellectual game in which the raw materials 

are pure emotions. So it is not nostrils that make a super-nose, it is the wealth of their emotional 

memories accumulated and refined over the years. 

 “Saying that someone ‘knows a lot of smells’ or ‘has an incredible nose’, is rarely true,” says 

Francis Kurkdjian. “Being a perfumer isn’t about smelling well, it’s about imagining well. And then 

having a good memory. We constantly rely on our ability to make connections between emotions 

and ingredients. When I read a formula, I know immediately how it will smell. I can read a perfume 

like reading a piece of writing.” 

 

[…] 

 
6 See the 2014 Dior, J’adore commercial 


