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Music and How We Became Human —

a View from Cognitive Semiotics

L Introduction
Our species, H. sapiens, was biologically stable and physiologically modern
160.000 years ago (Singer, 2003). When glaciation stopped, 150.000 years later,
agriculture, writing, and History — cultural life based on a symbolically
represented shared past — emerged. Somewhere in the middle of this long
interval, maybe around 50.000 years ago, humans apparently began to ‘make
sense’ together — to symbolize, paint, speak, form kinship systems that held
communities together — and according to the scenario I wish to propose,
maybe first of all, they made music. It is commonly estimated that in the
Upper Paleolithic, during the Wiirm glaciation, humans equipped with
Aurignacian technology' and cooking by fire began to paint in caves and to
make music by beating on resonant objects, blowing in hollowed objects
(flutes), striking tunable stalactites, etc., and dancing.

There are several ways to arrive at the hypothesis that musical practice
may have preceded symbolic, or intentionally semiotic, practices of modern

humans. Here follow some such arguments.

1) Death and Danger:

Memory-based feelings, such as those related to the collective
commemoration of the dead and to different ritual forms of imaginary
communication with remembered persons, and hence the cult of ancestors,
the belief in their existence as spirits and ghosts, etc., and experiences implied
in the convocation of these spirits, are probably the ancestors of modern
‘gods'’. Especially in situations of collective crisis, these immaterial beings are
called upon through ceremonial performances — activating the genres of
human sensitivity and activity that we now call religious— and such events

are, in all known cultural communities, linked to musical performances. The

shared experience of rhythm and tonal articulation of the human voice (into

' Cf. Encyclopedia Universalis (1985 sq.), art. Paléolithique, Préhistoire.



stable tones and intervals?) and of the sounds of melodic and rhythmic
instruments universally affect our embodied minds by creating what we
could call 'non-pragmatic states), i.e. states of non-functionality, of
contemplation, exaltation or even trance, that are regularly expected and
presupposed in situations of sacredness: celebration, commemoration or
invocation. Collective musical practices also form the aesthetic framing of
many trivially pragmatic (work-related) forms of communication, such as the
institutional genres of functional verbal communication, which still often
entail occasional hymnic singing, performative chanting, ceremonial
choreography and gestural coordination (politeness). School assemblies,
parades, even contemporary tv news programmes, would be good examples

of quasi-pragmatic uses of music.

2) Traces of music in language:

In all known languages, regular intonation patterns connect lexical items and
syntactic constructions. From syllabic quantity, stress, and tone, to clause
melodies and syntactic stress, and from there to global intonational profiles
marking utterance modes and discourse genres (narrative vs. argumentative,
exhortative, imperative etc.), linguistic expressivity thus includes and
integrates levels of phrasing in a musical sense. This fact is well-known in
modern general phonetics.’ Furthermore, dialogical rhythms of turn-taking
and attunement to emotionally determined styles of legato, staccato, or rubato
phrasing in different tempi are important for the proper use of language in
conversation and in the performance of speech acts. These constitutive
'suprasegmental’ structures may — although it is of course hard to find
conclusive evidence for this speculative hypothesis — be a sedimentation of
antecedent and still active underlying forms of musical expressivity. Clause
embedding (such as the insertion of completive, relative or adverbial phrases
in a matrix sentence) is freely phrasable in oral expression by changes in tone
and tempo: in ordinary speech, we spontaneously 'sing' the overall structure
of our grammatical sentences in accordance with the intersubjective

circumstances and our purpose. Remarkably, there is no well-established

? The discretization that transforms an original glissando into a series of distinct tonal steps is
crudal to the change from shouting to chanting and singing.

? Intonation profiles universally distinguish imperative, interrogative, affirmative, and
affective modes of utterance meaning.



theory of the origin of this phenomenon. Nevertheless, we need only pay
attention to the role of playful singing and rhyming in infant and toddler
language acquisition from early babbling up to the multi-clause stage to get a

strong demonstration of the formative force of expressive musicality.

3) Language in music:

The transformation of sentences into verses is universally manifested and
universally understood as a poetic device. Poetry exists in all known cultures
as an aesthetic genre of oral expression built on significant integration of text
and instrumental music, by which in principle some sense of music frames the
text: poetry is chanted, sung, or solemnly recited, often on a background of
accompanying music, maybe primordially by a string instrument. Even when
the music seems to vanish into a silent metric pattern underlying verse lines,
and thus leaving the unaccompanied verse as such, as a formal framework
for the poetic genre of signification, (e. g. in the academic poetry of the last
five centuries of Western culture), this thythmic framing or integration
remains phenomenologically constitutive of the poetic phenomenon as such.
In poetry, language and music are integrated by a surprisingly smooth
unilateral mapping from the former to the latter. - If language already
‘contains’ and builds upon music, this operation of transposition is of course
easier to explain. (Turner & Péppel 1983, 1988; also Miall & Dissanayake '
2003). Still, language is a distinct structural property of the socialized human
mind. It acquires a triple compositionality of its own — phonetic, syntactic,
and semantic components that allow us to think and share ideas of absent,
past, distant things — and we do not currently know in detail how our mental
and neural architecture has shaped its relation to music. We do not yet know
if music and language have evolved independently, or if language could have
evolved without music; it remains nevertheless a plausible hypothesis that
language emerged as 'embedded’ in music - that poetry preceded prose. To
our counterfactual imagination, it appears that these two semi-automatic
communication systems, language and music, would both be reduced to
functional signalling systems with limited referential or explicit narrative
power if they had been and stayed mutually unconnected There is — I believe
— something in music, or musicality, that language structurally needs in

order to be symbolic in the technical sense, that is, in order to be able to



intentionally refer to states of affairs outside of the deictic here and now' of
persons in communication. This 'something’ includes in particular the
invocational effect of rhythm in expressive movement.

In the following sections, I will present a series of more specific ideas
on the role of music in the constituting of humans as a ‘symbolic species'
(Deacon, 1997).

II. An indispensable emotional background

There is overwhelming evidence of a fundamental, stable, and primordial
connection between music and feelings, and in particular emotional states
related to the inter-human affective state we call love. Linguistico-musical
compositions in the world literature of scores and texts of songs, lieder,
hymns, dramatic works, ballads, operas, and language-related musical
creations in general show a constant semantic preference for this affective
category as a thematic focus. Poetry in world literature is predominantly
"about’ this particular theme and the affective state of love. Such a semantic
binding to a specific preferential domain of content calls for a semiotic
reflection. There must be a very strong connection between this realm of
affective states between persons and 'musicality’. My rather unromantic
suggestion is the following.

Once the technology of tools and weapons allowed males and females
of our species to extend their respective territories of operation, namely male
long-distance hunting and female stationary roaming and especially fishing,
something like what we call ‘couples’, or adult parenthood partners, must
have endured longer periods of separation. Fishing allows stationary living
habits and thus favors stationary nursing. The fine motor digital skills of
females, manifested in the production of adornments and fishing tools, could
also be developed during the same period of early symbolic constitution.
(Cleyet-Merle, 1990). The concept of parenthood, family relations, stable
partnership, the first modern notion of a 'loving couple’, presupposes a
capacity to recall and recognize the (significant) Other, to identify the

beloved's face and person and to associate these permanently with a given




proper name. Names in this sense’ are not used for referring to trivial
artefacts or objects and animals in general, but primarily to refer to persons
(in this modern sense), and hence to personal belongings and territories. But
proper names have other absolutely decisive semiotic qualities. They make it
possible to designate only the numerical identity of an individual, thus to
signify the singularity of a given individual entity, not the qualitative
properties of that entity — precisely what we do when naming persons.®
Furthermore, whether the entity is a person or not, once the principle is
installed, the signified singularity of an item makes it possible to 'cognize' it as
an abstract ontological entity, a ‘countable’ being of some kind, perceived
with a numerical, i.e. radically individual, self-identity, stable through time,
precisely like a " love for a lifetime' addressing the (same) 'one and only'
person. This emotional binding to ‘one-ness’ is a cognitive capacity that in
other species appear to be much more vaguely present, and which humans in
certain psychopathological states again tend to lose.

Nostalgic songs expressing the longing for an absent beloved person
are probably a basic genre of all texted music. The name of the beloved is a
quasi-obligatory part of such songs. A contemporary jazz songbook will
include: I loves you Porgy; Dindi; Stella by Starlight; Michelle; My Funny
Valentine; Sweet Lorraine... Then nostalgic or grieving songs recalling
deceased loved persons in genéral will follow the same pattern and will as
vividly evoke the spiritual presence of the person thus designated. Names are
small phonetic songs in themselves, and the melody of a name song can easily
identify a person (a thematic principle later exploited in opera and cinema).
When we vocally call each other at a distance, the melodic aspect of the sound
sequence is particularly efficient. (Something like the note series C-A-A-F is
often heard as the melody for calling Se-bas-ti-an, with reduced versions like
A-A-F for Jo-na-than, and just A-F for John-ny...). The local point I wish to
make here is that proper names should be understood from the point of view
of music and personhood: these nominal entities are arbitrary, emphatically

conventional, symbolic signs established by performative rituals, and

* Proper names and common nouns are linguistically and semiotically distinct phenomena.
Nouns pertain to the natural mental process of categorization, whereas proper names are
grounded in speech acts and possessive intersubjective relations.

> The philosophical distinction between numerical and qualitative identity is not common
knowledge in contemporary culture. Sameness refers either to an individual's continuous




basically 'mean’ or refer to the affect (love) that first made an individual into a
person, a subject inscribed in kinship relations and recognized as a singular
and personalized being.® Names are of course intimately related to parental
feelings, to the procedures of 'giving' names, analogous to the idea of 'giving'
life, and especially to the existence of a universal practice of voiced interaction
between infant and parents (Trevarthen and Malloch, 2002; see Ellen
Dissanayake, Chapter 2).

However, this love-borne 'nominalism' and personalized orientation in
music and poetry, by which music inherently seems to "think about’ love, and
love seems to ‘think about’ music, needs in its turn a grounding in other
semiotic factors and circumstances, such as those we will consider in the

following sections.

III. Homunculus in the artistic and musical sign

The global musical sign constitutes in itself an important prerequisite for its
emotional use. Let me explain this semiotic phenomenon after first presenting
a pictorial analogy. A painting, for example a landscape, offers primarily an
iconic relation between a canvas framing a complex multitude of graphic and
chromatic events appearing on the painted surface, and a framed view of the
‘depicted’ landscape, as seen from a window, or from some other limited
vantage point. The landscape in question may be some real place whose name
appears in the title of the painting; it may thus be a representation of an
existing geographic locality; or it may be a pure invention by the painter. To
the observer, it shows a fragment of a generically possible 'world', in that it
offers a supposedly intentional glimpse into such a 'world' or place, and in
such a way that the properties of the glimpse or part would illustrate the
general character of the whole it refers to. The part symbolizes an underlying,
more general whole, which it ‘stands for’. So the initial icon gives rise to an
intentional act of symbolization, and the landscape painting is now a symbol
of a character, style or atmosphere, or state of mind, of some possible spatial
habitat. Finally, since the painting in front of us addresses our attention

without further specification, we 'read it' as an unspecified, existential index:

existence through time or to a property shared by several individuals. I am 'me’ by numerical
identity, and I am such and such by qualitative identity.

® Notice that it is still the case that we find animals carrying a proper name more difficult to
eat than anonymous creatures.




a human mind was there and as a materialized symbolizer still is here, now,
with us, through the pressence of his work.” A painting is thus a cascade of
sign functions, IC —> SY — IN, where the content of its icon IC) is again a
sign, namely a symbol (SY) whose content is a sign, namely the index (IN)
whose content is the presence of the ‘ghost’ (spirit) of the artist. In the

example we may model such a triple sign as follows (Figure 1):
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The triple sign produced by a musical performance or experience can be
compared to what happens in pictorial iconicity. 1) The rhythmic and melodic
gesture will suggest a body making that gesture. In this sense, the auditive
form iconically means (signifies) that bodily gesture, even if it is not actually
shown but only "played'. 2) Furthermore, the idea of the gesturing body will
symbolize, symbolically mean and signify, a person in a corresponding
general state of mind. 3) Since this very abstract affective meaning, or
symbolic content of the iconic sign, occurs in the very moment of auditive
musical perception, it will ultimately and indexically yield a feeling of the
presence of a ‘ghost’ or “spirit’, or ‘avatar’ (or whatever we might need to call
it) of that person, to the persons sharing the musical experience. So, in the

case of a musical event, we would have a corresponding sign cascade (Figure
2):

7 Symbolization always yields metonymic presence of the symbolizer. Inversely, it may be

true to say that the semiotics of metonymy always involves an act of symbolization of some
sort.




- -

A\
audite 2 esture
ewvent SY\

style of ——2>> state of mind
gesture IN \

wnind feeling of presence

The cascade format of semiotic meaning processing is rather clear and
obvious to most people in these and related cases of art; however, the semiotic
cascade may also be cognitively active in other forms of communication by
explicitely expressive signs, weather arbitrarily coded or not, such as facial
expressions, theatrical gestures of politeness, pragmatic signposts, signboards,
etc. The particular interest humans take in the artistic cascade, however, is
undoubtedly due to the forceful feeling created by a particularly elaborated
iconic stance in art, by which the symbolic function is built into the content of
the icon and therefore made immanent and disembodied, so that the
symbolized emotional state of mind does not carry the signature of the
performer but will instead stay an immanent semantic property of the artistic
piece of work. The participants will be able to feel, sense or accept the
emotion of the state of mind in question without 'being in it'. The subject of
the mind whose presence is felt by the participants is what I suggest to call a
'homunculus'’, an imaginary persona or "virtual other’ experienced as
immanent in the work of art.

When art is associated with cultural, institutional, and discursive
practices of different kinds, including religion, the authority of a voice
experienced as emanating from an artistic expression will then be associated
with the abstract homunculus ~ whose disembodied status will endow it with
a particular symbolic force, maybe the dynamic effect we call ‘sacredness’.

In the evolution of cultural practices, in the first place, I would
therefore claim that the necessary presence of such authority-yielding
symbolic forces — especially in the execution of performative acts and rituals —
stems from the semiotic homunculus. Music generates sacredness.

Furthermore, it is probable that the visually based cascades appear in
evolution subsequent to the auditory based cascades. It is only possible to

derive the symbolic meaning from the iconic content to the extent that




different modes of representation can be perceived as 'styles’ or graphically
manifested expressive gestures (responsible for strokes, colours, contours,
light) characterising variable mental 'styles' or perceptive modes of seeing.
Musical rhythms (cf. strokes), soundings (cf. colors), melodic phrasing (cf.
contours) by contrast directly inform our bodies of the way to dance in order
to unfold their meaning; we immediately grasp the state of their 'homuncular’
mental being, or 'spirit'. Meaning, as distinct from the fact of someone who
‘means’ something by saying it, is homuncular. It transcends its performer.

In so far as this privilege has always been a property of our motor-
based perception of temporal events, music may have guided other
expressive modalities and eventually language - the voice heard in different
forms of enunciation (irony, bathos, imperatives, interrogatives etc.) are
indirectly, theatrically linked to the speaker and directly related to this
homuncular symbolic force. Implicit narrators in fiction and humour,
impersonal bureaucratic formulaicity, juridical textuality etc. all rely on
homuncular enunciation. The law "speaks’, or rather chants, and we can
sympathize with this authoritative voice or mock it by letting it sound like
good or bad music.

There is a structured process in the architecture of the human mind
that 'does’ semiotic cascades and expressive body codings associated with
them, and that represents the virtual, homuncular other in relation to the Ego.
Let me briefly and speculatively outline the general semiotic view underlying

this line of thinking about cognitive aesthetics and musicology.

IV. Mental architecture and the role of music

The human mind organizes knowledge about the spatial and temporal world,
including the body that hosts it. Additionally, but as importantly, it organizes
the functional and expressive acts of 'its' individual host as an embodied
person in society, namely in a society of persons sharing significant
homunculi, while sharing imagery and music. Thus, we "perceive’ but also
‘perform’. To account for this double perspective of our subjectivity in
theoretical or philosophical terms is highly complicated; current research is
far from having an elaborate model at its disposal for orienting its technical

and empirical investigation. Nevertheless, there are certain elementary




principles that begin to emerge, allowing us to form a first, minimally ordered
view of what the mental brain is doing.

Two dimensions must be distinguished:

1) a 'vertical' dimension in which afferent integration builds up content
from 'input’, and efferent integration builds up our agentive programmes as
‘output’. In this sense, borrowing terms from neuroscience, we could speak of
afferent and efferent cognition. (Afferent: bearing or conducting inwards; in
neurology: conveying impulses toward the central nervous system; efferent:
conducting outward from an organ; conveying impulses to an effector).

2) A 'horizontal’ dimension, in which different levels of mental work
are articulated, i. e. separated and connected.

a) In afferent cognition, five superimposed levels of distinct and
relatively independent conscious meaning production, as a minimum, appear
to be operating in parallel: (1) perception which precedes (2) categorization,
and conceptual categories which in turn precede situational scenario
formation, also called (3) narrative cognition; (4) comparative and reflective
recall constitute a forth level of consciousness, and (5) there is an ultimate
level of free-floating imagination and 'off-line’' representations, ideas, day-
dreams etc. In this order, each level presupposes systematic access to the
products of the preceding level.

b) In efferent cognition, the last level of the outward oriented process,
which shapes our bodily reactions to the surroundings we perceive, must be
closely related to the first level of the afferent process by some sort of bridge,
creating a shared level, since specific sensory perceptions (gestalts) can
directly and spontaneously trigger certain gestures and reflexes, typically
such deictical moves by which we apply volition, positive or negative, to
what we sense, in order to better perceive it. Behind this level of deixis and
volition, or underlying it, afferent categorization must be connected to
efferent object-oriented motor routines by a second bridge (and the bridge on
this second level between afference and efference may therefore be related to
lexical structure in language). On a still deeper level, efference prepares
sequences of acts that express superordinate intentional meanings, connected
to afferent situational understanding by a narrative organizer of temporal
experiences (related to semio-syntactic structure in language). Underlying this

level, our semiotic body finds its affective tonus, or emotional attitude, by
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