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LIARS, PLAYERS AND ARTISTS

A Zoodsemiotic Approach To Aesthetics
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Abstract

Aim of the present essay is to answer the question, Can aesthetic behaviour in animals (including
humans) be explained starting from the development of lying and playing abilities? In other words, is
there any kind of continuum among these three aspects?

Possible answers to such questions concern the perceptive dimension (i.e., the role of the receiver of the
fictional/playful/aesthetic message) and the articulation of the message (i.e., the role of the sender of the
fictional/playful/aesthetic message). In particular, this latter demands explanation in terms of the
messages interaction (are there fictional/playful components in aesthetics? Are there fictional/aesthetic
components in playing? Etc.), and their reciprocal necessity (can aesthetics transcend playful/fictional
components? Can lying transcend playful/aesthetic components? Etc.).

Methodologically speaking, the essay has a strong interdisciplinary nature. The analysis departs from the
concepts of lying, playing and aesthetics, and finally illustrates the suggested connection according to a
Peircean framework (with a special emphasis on the concepts of firstness, secondness and thirdness).

Key-words: Zodsemiotics, Lying, Aesthetics, Playing, Peirce, Sebeok.

ON THE SEMIOTICS OF LYING

In his Trattato di semiotica generale Umberto Eco brilliantly defines semiotics as the study of
everything that can be used to lie. In a way, nothing illustrates semiotic phenomena better
than a theory of lying. As Cimatti (1998: 79-85) properly suggests, the presence of aliein a
communication system implies the following:

1) There is a code, which is socially shared, that associates a sign to a meaning. Since lies
break this association, the latter had to exist previously.

2) The sender of the sign must be able to break this link.

3) In order to lie, the sender must be able to mentally represent not only the receiver®
behaviour, but also her mind. That is why we can only cheat entities provided with minds
(not sunglasses, for instance).

4) The sender must be able to take advantage of the broken link, making the receiver believe
something that is not happening in the way she thinks.

This means that lying, when structured as a semiotic process, is a cognitive act, and cannot be
seen as the result of instinct or of a simple behaviourist stimulus-reaction process. More to the
point, the pre-requirements for a cognitive semiotic (then potentially ‘liar’) behaviour display the
existence of sheer zobdsemiotic universals, that all species potentially capable of lying must
somehow possess (the following categories are taken from Cimatti 1998: 179-190):

1. Sociality: in order to exist, a communication system requires interrelation within a group,
even if only for basic purposes, such as coupling or feeding. This sociality may increase
semiotically, producing more complex forms of behaviour and the exchange of very
sophisticated information. Such exchange is possible when sender and receiver are able to
represent abstract entities in their mind, i.e., to categorise the environment and recognise
the entities within it. Of course, animals must share the same form of categorisation (i.e.,
the same code). The dance of the honey bee is a sign of something that the other bees
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cannot see, but do know as an entity, and this entity is abstractly, yet clearly, represented

in their minds.

2. Arbitrariness of categorisations: the object represented by the sign changes from species
to species. What an animal decides to represent through a sign is something that makes
sense only in her Umwelt, in her universe of discourse. To other species, the same entity
could be represented much differently, or it simply might not be an entity at all. To
mention one, what is an eagle to a human is a flying danger to a vervet monkey.

3. Mind: In order to be understood, a sign must be interpreted. This requires the taking into
account of several variables. Signs may also have no connections with the object
represented. Here we recall Umberto Eco’s definition of semiotics - "semiotics studies
everything that can be used to lie" - and the various examples of animal lies | am about to
provide. Here it should be stressed that such an ability requires the existence of a mind
capable of managing this variability. Humans lie, animals lie, but sunglasses do not; and
we normally do not try to lie to a pair of sunglasses. Thisisless banal than it seems.

4. Principle of complexity: usually, the more intense or complex is the sender® inner state,
the more sophisticated is the consequent expression. The dance of the honey bee is much
more frenetic when the source of nectar is more abundant.

5. Ritualisation: Ritualisation is defined as a process through which some behavioural patterns are
modified, sometimes even in terms of function, for communicative purposes. Forms of
ritualisation are the stereotyping of certain patterns, incompleteness and repetition in putting
them into action, and — mainly — the metalinguistic use of most signs. Closely related to
aesthetic processes such as dance, ritualisation has been detected in practically all species,
especialy in the so-caled superior ones (birds and mammals). For the purposes of this
classification, it is important to stress that, through forms of ritualisation, a non-semiotic
behaviour may become communicative. Generally, a dog grinding her teeth to another dog
does not want to fight at all, but this sign is a precise and ritualised message, and the
receiver reacts consequently: this is a case in which a non-semiotic, functional act
(grinding and then biting) becomes semiotic, bringing out the intention of biting.

6. Self- and Hetero-perception: This is a general presupposition for the development of a
communication system: the use of signs — as abstract entities — requires a sort of "trust" in
what they represent (myself, other beings, things, events, etc). Yet, such elements must
first of all be perceived. As Cimatti notes, we can talk about the world because we
perceive it, and not the other way round;

7. Syntax of perception: All animals perceive the environment as gestalts, i.e., through a top-
bottom or, better, figure-background framework. As a consequence, the communication of this
experience is also gestaltic. Among all data available in the environment, an animal will select
only those it is most interested in (e.g., a bee searching for nectar will perceive flowers as a
figure and, say, an ant as part of the background). Thisisthe very first level of syntax in natural
languages, which can be detected both in the simplest interactions of some insects and in the
most complex conversations of human intellectuals.

For such reasons, the semiotic analysis of lying is a proper task for anthroposemiotics, and
a great litmus test for zodsemiotics. In other words, if there is a semiotic phenomenon there
can be alie; conversely, if thereis alie, thereis surely a semiotic phenomenon.

Now, does a lie, in this semiotic sense, correspond to everything untrue? The answer
should be "No", but since many levels of untruth can be identified in human and non-human
animals, it seems useful to trace a semiotic threshold. Above or below this threshold, untrue
acts can be considered lies or not. A communication process becomes semiotic when a
signification process is involved; a signification process presupposes a code; and lies "use"
the code for their purposes. When this sequence is partially or totally unrealised, the subject
doing something untrue is not lying (1).
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To make things clear, consider the several tricks adopted by many animals to escape being
preyed upon, by pretending they are not preys:. their untrue action may be semiotic when it
metaphorically corresponds to a sentence like "Look at me - 1@ not your prey!", but it is
hardly semiotic when it metaphorically corresponds to "Let® hope the predator doesn® see
me". The latter isthe case with so-called " cryptic mimicry": the animal physically imitatesthe
characteristics of its environment, e.g., the butterfly Kallima, which looks exactly like a leaf.
In this case, the hunted animal does not want to establish any communication with her
pursuer, and the information received by the latter ("Thisis a leaf, not a butterfly") has little
to do with a communication act.

Another not-necessarily-semiotic example is "Batesian mimicry". The Clytus arietis and
the Aegeria apiformis, for instance, are two perfect imitations of a wasp. Once more, the
intention of the fake wasp (who was born with that aspect) is not to communicate with its
pursuer. The latter simply recalls how painful it can be to eat a wasp, and decides not to take
the risk. Other kinds of mimicry ("Mdllerian", "Mertensian" and "aggressive") also present
non-semiotic features: in all these cases, the trick is a "natural gift" and not an intentional
choice made by the specimen in question. Of course, another issue is to establish whether these
insects are aware of their aspect and its functions.

Semiotically, two other categories of mimicry constitute a step forward: "interspecific" and
"vocal". As many know, some species of spider practice cannibalism. In approaching a
female, the male (far smaller than the femal e) takes care to display his mating intentions quite
clearly, in order not to be considered a prey. Quite zodmusicologically, he usually plays a
"serenade”, by using the web as a sort of harp. The sounds (the code) reveal to the female the
mating intentions of the guest. Then, surprise surprise, just as the female starts to display
mating behaviour patterns, the male unveils his real intentions, attacks the female and eats
her.

Described this way, this action seems to have all the characteristics of the semiotic lie, but
in fact the whole process appears too automatic and unchangeable, and easily falls into
behaviouristic classifications (no significant variations have been observed so far by
specialists). That is why a cognitive pre-requirement for a lie to be semiotic is variability.
Paradoxically, alie is a lie when one can say the truth instead, or another kind of lie. If the
cannibal spider told the truth, the female would not be taken by surprise and know how to
face him.

A proper (and funny) example of variability in lies is the food-call uttered by a cock in
order to signal the presence of food to chickens. Usually, the longer or the faster the
vocalisation, the better and more plentiful isthe food. Very often, however, the cock emits the
call even when there is no food available; in that case, the male cheats the females for mating
purposes. This very basic theme may present the following variants:

a) Thereis anew chicken in the fowl-yard, but there is no food: the cock utters a long and
intense food-call (the male aims to mate with the new female);

b) A new chicken and some food: no call is uttered (the cock does not want to share the food,
neither he isinterested in the new female);

c) New chicken and food, but also another cock: no call is uttered (the cock is "chicken-
hearted" and does not want to face the new male);

d) New chicken, another cock, no food: a food-call ensues and then a fight with the rival
occurs (the cock wants to establish hierarchies);

e) New chicken (or an old-but-pretty one), and no matter how much food: no call, but the
cock moves to the chicken (not alie, in fact, but a coup de théatre).

Put simply, the cock does exactly what he wants, with a very elastic use of the information

signal. In fact, the same applies to the chickens, which very often guess the mating purposes

of the food-call and simply ignore it — unless, of course, they like the idea.
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The motivations that push an animal to lie should be considered once again universal. Lies
occur more or less in the same contexts as for human life; i.e., humans lie within contexts that
are probably zoologically universal. To start with, animals may lie for directly survival
purposes. If a gazelle is sick or young or weak in general, she may wait for the lion to approach,
and then, instead of running, she may start to jump as high as possible. The lion may be impressed
by such a display and decide that to chase that prey would be a wasted effort, for she looks so
healthy.

Keeping something safe and/or hidden (food, for instance) is also another typical
motivation for lying. This kind of lie is disseminated also among animals kept in captivity (the
reason being rather clear: in such contexts food is ailmost always the only interesting matter for the
animals). Belle and Rick, two chimpanzees trained by Dr. Menzel, provide a good example of
evolution in the semiotic lie. Since Rick, the alpha (i.e., dominant) figure, would steal the sweets
given to Belle, the latter began hiding her food in a secret place. Everyday, after hiding the sweet,
she would go to Rick, let him search her (the strictly semiotic phase: thisis where Belle is actually
lying to Rick), and then, as he would leave, she would run towards the hideout. After some days,
Rick understood the trick. He searched Belle, as usual, then pretended he moved, but finally
followed Belle, catching her with the sweets. Belle thus changed her strategy, changing her hideout
everyday, but the trick did not work for long: Rick had learnt that the signal for the "hidden sweets"
was Belle moving after being searched, no matter in what direction. Finaly, Belle reached the
perfect strategy: she would change the hideout everyday, but now, after the inspection, she would
go to a wrong place, waiting for Rick to come very close, then running towards the sweets, letting
Rick searchin vain.

Material objects are not the sole things one can hide and lie about. Behaviours can be
hidden as well, and there is no need to say that sexual “cheating” falls by all means into this
category. In baboons communities, dominant males have real harems and females are constrained
to show up every now and then, in order to be controlled (thus, the show up isasigna standing for
“I"'m here, doing nothing I'm not supposed to do”) (2). Females, of course, do not necessarily like
this condition, but, as occurs with humans, flirtations with other males must be kept secret. What a
couple of young lovers may do in this case is to couple behind a big bush, take a break, let the
female show up to the alpha, and then restarting the process. Another simple knack to avoid the
consequences of one’'s (forbidden) actions is to accuse someone else. The greatest of the
examples is the American Sign Language-trained gorilla Koko stealing food from the refrigerator,
then making the sign “Mike did it” (Mike was another ASL-trained gorilla during the same
experiment), when she was asked for explanations by her trainer Francine Petterson.

Sometime there are morally-more-acceptable motivations for lying, and not necessarily the one
who takes advantage from the lie is the actual liar. Whatever the evolutionary reason could be,
one can lie for altruism, as well. The famous and moving sham behaviour is a good instance.
That occurs among birds, as a nest is attacked by a plunderer. The mother may lead the plunderer
far from the nest (chicks are a better prey, for they are weak and slow) by acting as if she had a
wing broken or similar, and leading the plunderer’s attention to herself.

The advantages provided by a lie may not be immediate. The perspective for alater-in-time
advantage (whatever this advantage may be, and the next example proves that personal
revenge can be called so) provides enough motivations for deceiving actions. Such is the case
of the ASL-training experience of the chimpanzee Washoe. After months of intensive
training, Washoe acquired the ability to cheat with ASL. Her trainer Roger Fouts once
punished her for stealing some food, and she really wanted revenge. After being angry all day,
during dinner Washoe suddenly became very kind to Fouts, making signs like "Come here",
"Hold me", "I love you". As the trainer finally approached her, Washoe immediately bit him.

Analogously, one may lie for pure ambition. The species Cercopithecus aethiops (vervet
monkeys) has a wide range of sounds to warn the rest of the group about the presence of
plunderers (sounds are different according to the kind of plunderer — eagles, snakes, felines;
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each different plunderer corresponds to a different strategy of escape). Sometimes when the

only specimen in danger is the leader, the vervet monkey who has seen the plunderer does not

emit the right sound, or makes no sound at all.

Finally, some room should be left for “lies for lies’ sake” cases. Lying can be funny, when
structured as a game. The dialogue between the already-mentioned Koko and her trainer
Francine Patterson, reported in plate 1, indicates that lying can be used for amusing purposes
as well.

The mechanism of lying occurs through the (sometime conventional) giving of an (actual or
ideal) advantage to the receiver. A worthwhile concept to be illustrated is the so-called
handicap principle, elaborated in the early 1970© by the Israelian biologist Amotz Zahavi (see
Zahavi & Zahavi 1997). His main question was: why animals produce so often costly, apparently
useless and extravagant displays (the typical example being the peacock’s plumage) or behavioural
patterns (like the above-mentioned gazelles' jumps)? Zahavi maintained that such patterns are
signals to other individuals. For instance, the peacock® tail could be considered a signal sent by
prospective mates in order to evaluate the individual® overall condition (not to mention the genetic
quality). A specimen with efficient sexually-selected characters is a specimen who has passed “a
test”. In discriminating between a male possessing a sexually selected character, from one without
it, the female in fact discriminates between a male which has survived the test and one not tested.
The males with the most developed characters are surely among the best genotypes of the male
population.

Such theory is called “handicap principle’, the implication being that costly displays or patterns
are in fact very useful signals. Now, what makes these costly handicaps (semiotic lies, in many
cases) so believable? Grafen (1990) formulates the following answers:

1) Strategic Choice Handicap - Thisis a form typically considered within current animal-related
scientific literature (and often referred to as "costly signalling” instead of "handicap principle").
Here, the sender chooses what type (and ‘size’) of handicaps to display, taking the receiver®
expected reactions to the signal into account. Since the cost of the signal and/or the benefit of
the receiver’s reactions may vary from one sender to another, different senders normally choose
differently-sized handicaps. A good example is the puppy teasing and bothering her parents in
order to ‘measure’ their degree of affection towards her;

2) Survival Handicap — In this case, the possession of the handicap puts seriously into danger the
sender’s life, so the risk of this lie is very high. Indeed, it is normally *high quality senders to
survive. The receiver is the one who somehow establish the quality of the handicap: if the
sender survives, then she hasin fact proven the efficiency of her handicap. The sham behaviour,
or the gazelle's “ show-off” fall under this category;

3) Revealing Handicap — Here, the sender makes an effort in order to allow the receiver to judge
her overall quality. It is of course the case of the peacock’s tail, and — in fact — of most of the
courting-related singing;

4) Condition-dependent Handicap — In this case, only certain senders (e.g., the high-quality ones)
are capable of producing a given handicap. For instance, shiny feathers in birds are a handicap
of this type, because their presence imply good health (nutritious diet, low parasite load, etc.)
).

Finally, it should be worth to underline that the word and the concept of “lying” cover in
fact a wide range of behaviours. Here, | shall mention the typological classification of lying
provided by Jean-Frangois Bouvet in his famous La stratégie du caméléon (2000). According to
Bouvet, alie may occurs through:

1) performing — like, typically, in the case of courting, which —if not lying in the common sense of
the term — implies at least exhibition (and sometime a true show-off) (4);

2) hiding —like in the above-mentioned cases of mimicry;

3) simulating —like, basically, all types of playing behaviour;

4) dissimulating — like the above mentioned-case of ‘baboons harems
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5) deceiving — like the above-mentioned cock’ s food-calls

6) disguising — like in those cases where animals decorate themselves or part of the surrounding
environment

7) pure lying — like the psuedo-linguistic type of lies displayed by Koko.

ON THE SEMIOTICS OF PLAYING

“Playing” is another widely-discussed issue within animal-related studies. Playing can be
defined as one or more behavioural patterns that non-seriously imitate otherwise serious
patterns and situations. Animals, including humans, usually play when primary needs do not
have to be met. In particular, certain attitudes towards playing reveal animalsScapacity to
expend energy not just for utilitarian purposes (5) (including such contexts when the specimen
gets literally bored) (6).

Though not a fixed rule, young specimens are the most interested in playing (but not the
only ones, adult canidae — both domestic and wild — probably being the most popular example).
This is one of the reasons why scholars think that the two basic functions of playing are the
amusement and the learning of rules of social behaviour: both of them are in strict causal
connection (i.e., to have fun makes it easier to learn). Normally, playing uses and represents
already existing behavioural patterns, such as hunting or fighting. Such representation must be
previously established between the two or more participants. One important difference
between playing and lying, apart from very few exceptions, is exactly that all the subjects
involved in the game ‘share the same li€’, i.e., they agree on the type and the characteristics
of the representation. From an evolutionary point of view, to cheat on this aspect (i.e., toliein
the proper sense, manipulating the code without any agreement with the receiver) is definitely
not convenient, for the liar would be immediately excluded either in the game and in real life.

The semiotic repertoire of playing behaviour deserves a particular attention. In order to
establish the basic plot of a given game (starting from the obvious need to point out that what
followsis actually a game), animals need at |east three types of communicative patterns, more
or less corresponding to the following sentences: “1 want to play”, “What | am about to do is
playing”, “What | just did was playing”. Such communicative patterns can be either innate (7)
or learned. The sign repertoire is exclusive of play (i.e., not used for any other activity):
canidae’s play-bow is an exclusively playful sign; pigs announce fight-simulations with a
circular dance; great apes display the so-called “game face”, which can be seen as
homologous to human smile; and so forth. All are cases of meta-communication, since they
have the double goal to point out the unserious intention of the sender, and refer to the serious
pattern they are imitating. Most of these signs, moreover, are of symbolic type, since they
have no physical resemblance with the object represented, and they were shaped in
consequence of a code agreement.

Game signals are not only visuals, but also chemical, acoustic and tactile. The mongoose
Helogale parvula, for instance, points out her playful intention through a vocalisation; the
field-mouse Microtus agrestis through a pheromone, and so on. Although typical, the use of
playful signs only before playing, is not exclusive. Species like the squirrel-monkey Saimiri
sciureus display their playful intentions all over the game-session, the end of those signs
actually meaning the end of the game itself.

Normally, the players provide themselves with an handicap (also called play inhibition)
and establish a situation of balance, so that every participant has equal opportunitiesto ‘win’
the game (8). Such silent agreement is usually interpreted as the result of atypical trial-and-
error process. Young specimens learn very soon that the game will not last long if the
strongest/oldest ones are too energetic towards the weaker/younger ones. The latter will soon
escape or — successfully — invoke help from adults. Thus, in order for the game to succeed, it
iS convenient to create a situation of equality: the stronger will bite more softly, show with
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apparent indifference weaker parts of her body, and so forth. In this sense, allowing myself to

anthropomorphise the concept, it is correct to speak about playing as important in creating a

certain morality in animals, mostly through the development or intersubjective empathy.

According to some studies (9), there is a neurological basis underlying the development of
empathy in playing, and its application in other (serious) contexts. The so-called mirror-
neurons — located in the cerebral cortex — are maintained to react the same way either when
the subject act in a certain way, and when another subject acts the same. If such hypothesisis
acceptable, for all animals we should talk about cognitive empathy, i.e., a capacity of the
individual to consciously identify herself in the (physical, emotional or else) state of the other
subject.

Notwithstanding the initial remarks, the interpretation of playing is not at all easy, and so far
scholars have not reached a common theory. To start with, there are several classifications of
playing behaviour. First, individual play is distinguished from social play. Second, a distinction
is made between kinetic play (when the players do not use any object) and instrumental play
(when the players do). Social play can also be divided into intraspecific (the most obvious
case) and interspecific (like the human-dog case).

Most of all, there is an important difference in the interpretation of play, between the
evolutionist theories, which basically investigate on the evolutionary causes of play, and the
cognitive theories, which see playing as more integrated with the development of the individual
(stressing on communication, adaptation, cognitive processes and so on). Among the evolutionist
theories, | shall mention
5) Surplus theory (see Spencer 1873). Playing is considered an outcome of surplus energy that is

no longer required for basic survival. What Schiller called an “aimless expenditure of exuberant

energy”.

6) Future use theory (see Groos 1898). What scholars normally separate as Practice Theory,
Exercise Theory, and Socia Functions Theory can be considered together under this umbrella
expression, “Future Use”. In all these theories, play is seen as an impulse to practice ‘real life'.
During play the animal learns to master her organism (senses, movement etc.) in the way that
she will need later in life.

7) Pleasure theory (see Grier-Burk 1992 and Patrick 1916). This is another umbrella term
gathering different theories (including Patrick’s relaxation theory) whose main point is the
interpretation of playing as an enjoyable behavioural pattern, or as releasing from tiring mental
or physical activities of everyday life. Ellis’ suggestion (1973) that play behaviours help elevate
an animal’s level of arousal was harshly criticised, for the theory was basically the product of
outdated psychological notions, such as that of drives.

8) Ectotherm-endotherm Theory. (see Burghardt 1984) It is suggested that play was developed
through the organisms' transition from ectotherms to endotherms. To Bughardt, endotherms
required more accurate parental care than ectotherms. A selection pressure towards parental care
dependency then occurred. This could have led to a change of behaviour patterns (response
thresholds, effective stimuli etc.), and a strong re-organisation of behavioural patterns in the
young specimens.

A common point in al the evolutionist theories is that the origins of play are considered purely

biological (rather than social, cognitive or emotional). Consciousness-related aspects are not

maintained to have an important role (10).

Among cognitive theories, | shall mention
1) Psychoanalytic theory (see Freud 1959) Play seems to be driven by forces, such as memories,

wishes and needs. Play fulfils the wish to be grown up and to acquire an active role within a

given context. This gives the animal a certain feeling of ‘mastery’ of her reality.

2) Congtructive theory (see Piaget 1962) Play is seen as integrated to the development of
intelligence, as accomplished through interaction with the environment. Such a process occurs
through two stages, complementary to each other: assimilation (play) and accommodation.
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Gradually, as the animal grows, her play becomes more readlistic. The animal’s cognitive

abilities, such as problem solving and communication-systems learning, are developed by play.

Such a theory can be assimilated with another one, explicitly produced for non-human animal

behaviour, i.e., the Theory of Self-Assessment, proposed by Thompson (1998). He suggests that

play is used for self-assessment purposes, like a series of self-guided tests, meant to practice and
improve one' s own mental and physical abilities.

3) Socialisation theory (see Vygotsky 1976). Play is seen as a basic activity in the socialisation
process:. the animal achieves meanings and basic socia rules. Through play, the animal
gradually transforms her motives and needs into socially acceptable modes of relation with
reality. No need to say how important the development of communicative abilities is in this
process.

4) Interactionist theory (see Mead 1934). Play is regarded as a relevant aspect in the animal’s
individual and social development. Such a process is fundamental in the developing of the sense
of self (11). While playing, animals establish an interactional relationship with other specimens,
objects and the whole umwelt. By playing, animals give meaning to the world.

5) Communication theory (see Bateson 1976). Play is considered a relevant part in the learning
process. Play ‘teaches an animal to learn’. Fundamental in this process is the communicative
interaction with playmates. Such theory emphasises the importance of meta-communication in
play (i.e, to communicate that playing is just playing and not the serious behaviour they
resemble). Animals learn the ability to frame and reframe roles through metacommunication. In
this sense, play can be seen as a form of ‘semiotic negotiation’.

One thing every scholar is sure of is that it is extremely rare that animals play if their basic
needs (feeding, sleeping etc.) are not fulfilled. This means that i) we should exclude that playing is
the organism’s response to any strictly utilitarian pressure, and ii) there is specific room for playful
activities when the animal is free from unavoidable needs. In fact, reasoning in terms of strict
utilitarianism, play appears as quite a weird phenomenon, if not totally incoherent (12). To start
with, actions and situations that normally fulfil real needs, are, during play, put into action without
the pressure of the need in question. During the so-called aggressive play (better known to all of us
as “Catch me if you can”), the chasee tends quite often to slow down, running back-and-forth, or
alternating her role with the chaser. Moreover, the behavioural pattern related to the real need is not
faithfully imitated, but rather deconstructed, reconstructed, reduced, added with more elements,
until the final outcome is something analogous, but definitely not homologous to the original
‘serious’ pattern.

Thus, play appears as not provided with any goal, i.e., the factor establishing its end is usually
physical tiredness, rather than a functional objective. By consequence, one should think of playing
as a self-rewarding activity. Juvenile chimpanzees of the species Pan troglodytes can spend hours
and hours imitating adults in ants-hunting (an activity performed by inserting a thin twig in the
small cavity of aformicary), even though their efforts are totally unsuccessful.

A step forward in the theorisation on play, departs from the distinction between autotelic
(Suits, 1977: 125-8 and Mitchell, 1990: 202-5) and simulative play (Mitchell, 1990: 202, 205-
7). The first term refers to that type of play which is apparently an end to itself, i.e., the
rewarding element of the activity is the activity itself. Exuberant and redundant playful
displays, such as leaping, gambolling and twisting in the air fall under this category. The
existence of autotelic play proves that animals do not necessarily need a serious behavioural
pattern to de- and re-construct. A crucial characteristic of autotelic play is repetition: the
pleasure of redundancy seems to be the main motivation to obsessively repeat the same
behavioural sequence over and over. Redundancy itself plus the energy employed in autotelic
play suggest scholars what anyone who has been dealing with any non-human animal will find
obvious, if not banal: i.e., the animal have fun (13). According to Mitchell (1990: 204-5),
autotelic play can be summarised in the following way: an organism O pursues the end E
through the activity A, where A can be either E itself, or E is pure fun F (and thus A is



Martinelli 9

performed in frivolous fashion): therefore A is performed for itself and/or to amuse O (see

figure 1).

In the case of simulative play, we see the occurrence of imitative patterns: the playful action
simulates a real action, altering of course the goals. Imitated actions, in their serious form, have
strictly functional scopes. Simulative play implies both enteroceptive and exteroceptive (either
intra- or interspecific) communication. Once again, the cognitive implications of such an activity
are rather articulated: indeed, not only the individual displays a clear intentionality towards the
pattern she put into action; but also she isfully aware of the virtual separation between signifier and
signified. In other words, ‘to make afight’ can be quite different from ‘fighting’. More to the point,
the animal must realise that @) the smulation S of the activity A has properties in common with the
latter; at the same time b) S has properties that distinguishes it from A; ¢) S must resemble A in the
mind of the receiver, but d) the difference between S and A must be very clear. Here we are with a
quite complex articulation that requires the use of at least two codes.

What are the differences between S and A? Mitchell (1990: 206-7) indicates four of them:
1) the object pursued by organism O during S is inappropriate, if compared with what O

pursues during A (e.g., in simulative fight, O jokingly attack someone who did not do any

harm to her and who she has nothing to fear of, at least in that particular context);

2) O consciously introduces unnecessary obstacles (handicaps) in S. For instance, in
simulative fight, O shows parts of her body that could be very dangerous to show during
A; by consequence

3) Sis‘exaggerated’, as compared to A (movements are emphasised, energy-waste is higher
and excessive);

4) S, like in autotelic play, is redundant, and such redundancy makes S crucially different
from A, in terms of finality (e.g., simulative fight does not finish with the victory of one
player, and roles are often inverted). Particularly, the scope of Sis “benign” as regards to
A, i.e., neither the sender or the receiver are affected by S the way they could be by A.
Summarising: i) O performs S, ii) Sresembles — and is intentionally designed to resemble

— A, iii) A has a biologically useful function (which | will call B), and iv) S is benign s

regards to A (see figure 2).

Mitchell excludes that play can exist at a mere morphogenetical level (what is however
possible with lying, as in the case of mimicry): at least, a perceptive dimension and a
physical-motor coordination are required. With such elements, autotelic (swinging from atree
branch is more the response to a stimulus, rather than the consequence of a learning process)
(14) and schematic-simulative types of play (like simulative fight or the “catch meif you can”
game) are possible.

After perception and physical coordination, there is of course learning. Many playful
behavioural patterns depend not only from the genetic heritage but from external solicitations
as well. In the case of autotelic play, gambolling can easily be considered a learned activity
(normally happened by chance) that O repeats for fun. Asfar as simulative play is concerned ,
| shall mention teasing play (which has the explicit conative goal of jokingly irritate the
receiver, so that this latter reacts, and thus interacts), and mimetic play (like in the well
known case of parrots vocalisations).

Next level includes intentional imitation: from now on, according to Mitchell, thereis no
room for autotelic play. Thisisthe level of fictional play: i.e., avisual-kinetic S of A, likein
the case of rhesus-monkeys that play ‘the mother’ by using coconuts in place of infants.

The final, most complex, level is that of the meta-simulation, i.e., a simulation of the
simulation. This implies a multiple articulation of the code (something | shall ask to keep in
mind when reading next paragraph). Such is the case, for instance, of those primates
(including humans, of course) that pretend that their simulative fight is in fact serious, thus
manipulating S twice, and A thrice.
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ON THE SEMIOTICS OF AESTHETICS

The ancient Greek word aesthesis stands for sensibility and perception, but the concept is here
considered in its connotative relation to the production and the enrichment of art. In order for a set
of sounds to be considered music, for instance, one must demonstrate that the use of these soundsis
somehow aesthetic. Although such a statement is not exhaustive and should bear further critical
analysis, | consider it as the point of departure for my illustration.

Arguments against any use of the word “aesthetic” as applied to non-human animals are
rather frequent. According to Thomas Sebeok, the main problem lies in the tension between
two apparently opposite ideas:

Over and over, we keep encountering the same pivotal aesthetic paradox: this
emerges from a profound confusion about purpose; it drives us to ferret out
compulsively any semblance of utility, usually defined as adaptive value. We find it
difficult to conceive of art as a coherent part of animal life and can scarcely imagine it
as an adornment of the creatures’ leisure. All researchersin thisfield are stamped by a
tension between a deeply felt conviction on the part of many distinguished and
sensitive biologists that artistic activity indeed exists in the animal world, and the
inability to face its presumed lack of importance, even uselessness. [...] the position
assigned to the aesthetic life in Western culture, from Plato onwards, is imbued by an
uneasy fluctuation between these two attitudes, that art is at once useless and fraught
with significance, purposel ess and yet important. (Sebeok 1981: 232)

Even more problematic is the paucity of knowledge about such topics (15), and quite often,
the history of animal studies provides — at times amusing — examples of quite weak arguments (16).
On the other hand, attempts to consider animal behavioural patterns as aesthetic have met
with encouraging success. The problem is that the general attitudes are usually
anthropocentric, and, most of all, thereis very little agreement about which patterns should be
considered aesthetic and why. Hence, any further zodsemiotic discussion on aesthetics
requires an at least partial demolition of anthropocentric barriers, and a theoretical interface
that simply works in non-human contexts.

The entire discussion, mainly philosophical, about the essence of aesthetics, and its
evolution through the centuries, cannot reasonably be reported in this essay, and for the most part,
there is no way to produce a universally satisfying definition of aesthetics, for any such attempt
would draw criticism from specialists. The aim of this section is thus to consider some of the
already-made attempts from a zodsemiotic perspective, in away that can be useful and adequate to
the present analysis, and that allows for the interpretation of non-human animal behaviour within a
biocentric framework.

The analysis considers five points:

1 According to Charles Hartshorne (1973), at a very biological level, aesthetic stands for not
merely or too directly utilitarian.

2 Theword "aesthetic" — also etymologically — has a clear connection with senses and perception,
and particularly with concepts like “ pleasure”, “ perception”, “taste”, a certain sense of "beauty”,
efc.

3 According to Roman Jakobson, language has an aesthetic function when it is more concerned
with signifiers rather than with signifieds.

4 As Aristotle pointed out in speaking about tragedy, aesthetic messages have to be at the same
time para tén déxan (i.e., unexpected, contrary to common beliefs) and kata to eikos (i.e., likely,
believable).

5 According to Eco (1968), aesthetic information may be decoded in consequence of three factors:
a) signifiers acquire signifieds only from contextual interaction; b) the matter of signifiersis not
totally arbitrary as regards the signifieds (as in the case of onomatopoeic words); c) the message
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involves many levels of reality (e.g., physical matter of the signifiers, denotation, connotation,
and so on).

First, let us consider the question of the utility of aesthetics. It is common opinion that human
beings are the only animals able to do things just for the sake of doing them, and that art, according
to the well-known I art pour I’art idea, isin substance the main form of self-rewarding activity, one
disengaged from biological and physiological needs. Charles Hartshorne poses the gquestion in the
following terms:

To say "aesthetic” isto say "not merely or too directly utilitarian". But we must be careful
to balance this consideration against the seemingly connection with utility or it will be
unlikely to survive evolutionary change. (Hartshorne 1973: 53)

Apparently, this statement can be interpreted in two similar but not equal ways. On one hand,
aesthetic acts may be interpreted as not strictly utilitarian (which seems to be Hartshorne’s main
idea). On the other hand, one could conceptualise the total uselessness of aesthetics, envisioning it as
something like a cute souvenir. Of course, within such a dichotomy, two large schools — actually,
two life-styles — are in competition. Does the ‘useless exist? Does it make any sense in life? Can
one act in away totally unrelated to her biology? In attempting to answer such questions, those who
maintain an absolute link between a living being and its existence — thus, providing every act with a
goal — clash with those who think that part of such behaviours are, so to say, ‘transcendenta’, i.e.,
they exist in themselves.

There is actually athird way, a kind of fascinating compromise. The hypothesis is that aesthetics
might be a sort of gratuitous complication provided by Mother Nature. At some point in its
evolution, the aesthetic sense would have stopped satisfying a biological function, thereby
becoming, through a sort of sublimation, an end to itself. The case of Fasciola hepatica is often
mentioned as an example of lusus naturae in general. To move from one sheep® stomach into
another, these microscopic parasites experience each time an arduous odyssey — passing through
sheep® excrements, snailsOstomach and mucus, ants©stomach and neuronal system, plus many
complications. Similar species, however, perform the same task in a much simpler way. Back to the
aesthetic sense: this, then, would have been born as a biologically motivated form of preference —
like that of the bees for star-shaped objects that resemble flowers — until this form of sublimation
turned it into a self-sufficient attitude (bees keep choosing star-shaped objects even in contexts
totally foreign to those concerning food and nectar).

Thomas Sebeok has reflected on thisissue in his The Play of Musement (1981), wondering if, in
fact, aesthetics and biological utility are two concepts to be put in opposition at all costs. Quoting
Panofsky and Griffin, Sebeok states:

[...] awork of art aways has aesthetic significance, regardless of whether it serves some
practical — let me qualify: biological — purpose at bottom. We must likewise concede the
possibility that animals perform some of the behaviour patterns we observe because they enjoy
the resulting experience, regardiess of whether such patterns are adaptive, or virtualy so, but
result in a pleasantly satisfying feding on the animals' part. (Sebeok 1981: 212).

The position taken in the present study is possibly closer to the first, less transcendental,
hypothesis, namely, everything on Earth is useful, including the useless. Nothing in Nature is
without sense, and a biological function can be traced in each act or event. What marks the
difference between "eating" and "listening to von Kargjan® version of Le sacre du printemps’ is
mainly a matter of levels. The act of "eating" certainly satisfies a more direct and urgent biological
compulsion (hunger), whereas the urge to listen to the von Karajan performance is less obvious in
its biological function. Nevertheless, it still has one, which can be discovered quite easily if only
each degree of an ideal scale was considered (17).
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In discussions of non-human animals, it is often said that there is no evidence to support the
existence of certain behavioural patterns similar to those of humankind. Analogously, there isreally
no evidence that any human behavioural pattern functions independently from human biology, or
better, that it does not have any "function” at all. The present study is absolutely secular in its frame
of reference. Thus, the hypothesis that the explanation of certain events might be related to
immaterial or supernatural entities belong to a philosophical sphere — which is absolutely a
respectable and often convincing position — that cannot be considered useful in the economy of this
research.

By contrast, any natural (in general) or behavioural (in particular) phenomenon always carry an
intrinsic or extrinsic biological value: there is really nothing dangerous in admitting this, and most
of all there is nothing gradualistically reductive in doing so. Roger Fouts has quite a strong opinion
in this respect:

We are active information-seeking organisms, just like the rest of the anima kingdom. If
deprived of information we go insane and in extreme cases can suffer permanent brain damage
(e.g., Richard Davenport® deprivation research with chimpanzees). Recently, the neurologica
community has realized the fact that the brain is more like a muscle, and old age senility is
probably caused by lack of use/exercise. Also, for information to [have] meaning to the brain it
must be organized, or associated (e.g., Locke®Associationism) or in ameaningful pattern to be
of use. | see these activities (drawing, signing, etc.) that apparently serve no immediate purpose
to gain food or water or sex or other tangible gods, as serving the important adaptive function
of exercising neural tissue. The term @on-utilitarianCis like the term @ndom®it is typically
used by academicians who are in fear of admitting their ignorance of the adaptive function it
serves so they apply these meaningless terms to hide their own intellectual inadequaci es (Fouts
2001: personal communication).

This does not mean, however, that one should overlook the presence of some fundamental (and
"useless") characteristics of aesthetic activities, such as the evident fact that they produce an
intrinsic pleasure. More simply, the thesis is that such pleasure is related to biology, and in fact
plays a main role in the latter, since undoubtedly very few things promote the preservation of an
individual more than do its emotional and intellectual welfare. Thisis a problem for many scholars,
who, in struggling to demonstrate biological necessity in living beings, end up neglecting some
fundamental behavioural patterns, just because it could be difficult to interpret them within their
theoretical framework (18).

In any case, Desmond Morris, in his The Biology of Art, indicates self-rewardingness as the very
first principle related to pictorial activity.

All pictures, whether by young apes or adult humans, must have a self-rewarding element
involved as all or part of the motivation of the picture-maker. Other sociological or materialistic
motives may or may not be operating at the sametime, but if the production of the pictureis not
also areward in itself, then its aesthetic value will be impaired. This particular point has been
discussed frequently, but judging by the fact that it is so clearly illustrated by the apes, it would
appear basic enough. In order to test this point, a chimpanzee was once subjected to bribery
with afood reward to encourage it to draw more intensely. The outcome of this experiment was
most reveding. The ape quickly learnt to associate drawing with getting the reward but as soon
as this condition had been established the animal took less and less interest in the lines it was
drawing. Any old scribble would do and then it would immediately hold out its hand for the
reward. The careful attention the animal had paid previoudy to design, rhythm, balance and
composition was gone and the worst kind of commercia art was born (Morris 1962: 158-159).

Such a consideration, applied to music, is enhanced by Frangois Bernard Méche (1992: 158), as
he underlines that non-human animals, like humans, occasionally play with sounds, and we do not
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need to find more ‘serious explanations for this. Playing is a justification in itself, and music is a
game under several respects. Playing and having fun are biological functions.

This conception of music as a game leads to a wider area of aesthetics, comprised of several
concepts and concerned mostly with emotional states, but most of all with the idea of "beauty”. It
seems that the term “aesthetics’ is no less vaguely-defined than is the notion of “beauty”, and
similarly, ideas of “perception”, “taste”, “pleasure”, “ sensation”, “emotion”, “play”, and so on. In his
philosophical dictionary, Voltaire defines the term “beauty” (to kalon) as a totally subjective matter
(“Ask atoad what beauty is, the to kalon? He will answer you that it is his toad wife with two great
round eyes issuing from her little head, awide, flat mouth, ayellow belly, a brown back”).

As aesthetics developed as an autonomous science during the 18" century, scholars produced a
modern conception of art, as distinguished from the generic Latin ars, or ancient Greek téchne,
founded on the connection of certain activities with beauty, the real common denominator of these
activities. Arts became thus les beaux arts (or schone Kunste or belle arti), no longer to be confused
with science and/or trades, which aim to fulfil human material needs rather than pleasure and beauty.
More to the point, Charles Batteux, in his Les beaux arts. réduits a un meme principe (1746),
distinguished three classes of téchnai according to their aims. The first class is constituted by
traditional mechanical arts, pursuing the satisfaction of material needs; the second is constituted by
architecture and eloquence, pursuing utility and pleasure; finaly, the third class is that of the beaux
arts, such as poetry, music, dance, sculpture and painting. The beaux arts aim to produce beauty, and
beauty — according to Batteux — is not to be defined, for everyone is able to recognise and appreciate
it “par voix du sentiment”.

Beauty, of course, does not designate a unified and objective area of sense. In his definition,
Voltaire had aready pointed out that the boundaries between the beautiful and the ugly are
uncertain, and strongly depend on times, places, conventions and subjects. Beauty is mainly meant
as a very general and flexible philosophical notion. As Modica (1997: 34-35) reminds, such a notion
could be specified in different ways: e.g., as @minosityCand ©plendour€n Homer’s poems, in the
Platonic tradition, and — partially — in medieval thought; or even as “symmetry” and “proportion”,
“order” and “limitation”, mostly within the long and complex Aristotelian tradition.

Thanks to this flexibility and except for very few cases, the notion of beauty tends no longer to be
identified as an objective and invariable quality of being, but rather as an “ aesthetic” quality, i.e., as
pertinent to sensation, perception and thus subjectivity. One may attribute different specifications to
this concept (e.g., involving “pleasure” or “taste”) (19), but all of them have always had something
to do with the sphere of aesthesis, of sensibility. In Baumgarten's terms, aesthetics is thus an ars
pulchre cogitandi.

According to Fouts, the sense of beauty is a very basic biological function, related to
adaptiveness.

If we didn®find things appealing, or beautiful, we would not be attracted to them. What
would happen to courtship if perceived beauty did not play arole? The fact that chimps will
request specific clothes and dress up displays not only a sense of beauty but also a sense of self,
in that they are changing themselves when they dress up or put on lipstick. Adriann Kortlandt
reported an observation of a chimpanzee in the wild returning into the jungle with an arm load
of grapefruits he had just stolen from a nearby farm. Kortlandt noted that the sunset was
particularly dramatic and colourful, and the chimp sat down, put his grapefruit on the ground
and watched the entire sunset. When it had passed he got up and moved off into the jungle,
forgetting his grapefruit booty. (Fouts 2001: personal communication)

The third theoretical dimension in this zodsemiotic sketch of aesthetics makes reference to the
Roman Jakobson’s well-known scheme on the functions of language. According to Jakobson, there
is atype of language usage that is exactly definable as “aesthetic”. It is realised as a message that is
articulated in a rather ambiguous form and that attracts the receiver’s attention more to the signifiers
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than to the signifieds, more to the form than to the contents of the message. This does not mean that
the message loses its meaning, but rather such meaning is articulated in definitely more complex
and, so to speak, confusing ways.

Felice Cimatti, who used Jakobson’s model for zotsemiotic purposes, says that within the
aesthetic framework, the meaning of a message does not have an explicit function, and the
organisation of signifiers is led by intentionally “blind” mechanisms and rules, i.e., they aim to
coordinate the various parts of the message (Cimatti 1998: 99). For instance, the readers of this essay
may picture themselves on a ship at the North Pole, surrounded by countless icebergs that do not
allow the ship to proceed any further. A very basic consideration of such a situation would probably
lead one to say something like, “We're surrounded by icebergs’, i.e., a message that expresses its
contents in a very clear and easy-to-decode way. However, if the one describing such a situation was
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, in his poem The rhyme of the ancient mariner, the message would be
formulated in a very different form: “ The ice was here, the ice was there, the ice was all around”. In
this case, the message — in terms of contents — is unchanged. What clearly have changed are the
words: they acquire much more importance than in the previous statement ("We®e surrounded by
icebergs'), and now are on a gestaltic kind of prominent position, leading the reader to pay more
attention to them. Now there are contrasts, rhythms, redundancy — what formerly was a simple
statement iS now poetry.

Cimatti proposes an evol utionist-oriented explanation in support of the presence and wide usage
of aesthetic functions among non-human animals:

From an evolutionary point of view, the aesthetic use of alanguage is subsequent to other
more adaptive functions, such as referential or conative. A signal arises with a specific
function, e.g., to obtain a certain reaction from the receiver. Later in time, such a function
misses its mark, or better, it becomes less and less concrete and present. Some room is thus
left for an (at least partia) aesthetic specidisation of the signal, in which the signifier is
more and more free from restrictions imposed by its contents, hence gaining autonomy. In
this way any further development of the signal can only — or a least mostly — follow the
‘traces’ |eft by its physica, forma constitution. The signal is indeed mostly guided by its
signifier, and no longer by its contents (Cimatti 1998: 99-100, my trandation).

A key concept implied by Jakobson in his definition of the aesthetic function is that of
ambiguity. Although emerging mostly in the dynamics between signifier and signified, ambiguity
also has much to do with the process of decoding the message; somehow, a "pact” is established
with the receiver of the message. If it is true that the most complex articulation of signifiers
"muddles’ the actual contents of the message, implying a diminution of clarity, then it is also true
that such confusion cannot be totally unintelligible and anarchic, otherwise one could no longer
speak of a message, but of a smple visual or sound cluster, whose sense varies according to the
receiver, without any type of code serving as a point of reference. As Umberto Eco (1968: 63)
remarks, the more ambiguous the message the more the information provided. An ambiguous
message offers several interpretive options, but may also be interpreted as pure noise, i.e., pure
disorder. A productive kind of ambiguity occurs when the attention is led to an interpretive effort,
until one finds the right way for decoding, and establishes a more balanced order in that apparent
disorder .

This, as Eco himself suggests, leads to a re-consideration of Aristotelian theories on tragedy,
theories that are in fact applicable to every aesthetic activity. According to Aristotle, any aesthetic
message must be at the same time para ten doxan (unexpected, unpredictable, contrary to common
beliefs) and kata to eikos (believable, having verisimilitude). In other words, the aesthetic message
should be able to surprise, to amaze its receiver, but at the same time it cannot prevent the latter from
"accepting” it as true-to-life and from identifying herself with it (and, consequently, empathising, an
aspect which recalls the ideas of pleasure, emotion and beauty). In brief, the aesthetic message must
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be credible in its incredibility. This is mostly because no surprise can occur if there is no layer of

reality with which to opposeit.

Dali® famous melting clocks in the Persistence of Memory (plate 2) are amazing precisely
because they can be recognised as clocks. It is their similarity to real clocks, together with the
manipulation and the re-elaboration of those signifiers, that triggers the mechanism of surprise.
Otherwise @) nobody would have been very surprised, for a melting object is not surprising in itself;
b) everybody would be still wondering what these soft objects in the picture might be. Instead, there
are clock-hands, numbers, a roundish shape, all sadly "drooping” on bare trees. Thus, Dali’s clocks
are exactly para ten déxan and kata to eikos at the same time.

As said before, the aesthetic message pays particular attention to its form. Apart from previously
mentioned implications, this also means that it attracts the receiver just because of its form. A non-
aesthetic message — one that is coded ‘normally’ — does not cause any problem of comprehension,
i.e., its meaning flows automatically and points the receiver attention straight to its contents, the
latter being conative (*Close the window!”), referential (“What a nice day!”), and so on. On the
contrary, the aesthetic message is eccentric and soon grabs the attention, for it is to the letter
"strange", and its meaning is not immediately clear. In order to understand the message, the receiver
must explore it with care, relying on certain factors and resources. Umberto Eco indicates three
categories of such factors:

1. Signifiersacquire proper meaning only through contextual interaction: in the light of the context,
they are progressively clearer to certain extents and more ambiguous to other; they lead to a
given meaning, but, as this happens, further decoding options are possible. Finaly, if | modify a
single element of the context, the others lose importance, too (Eco 1968: 64). To some extent,
then, the aesthetic message functions as a hypertext that, once a concept is clarified, brings more
doubts, forcing the receiver to perform a further decoding task. Key-words here are thus
interaction and context.

2. Stll, the relation between signifier and signified is emphasised (Eco 1968: 64): @) the matter
which signifiers are made of seems not to be arbitrary when compared to their meaning and their
contextual relation; b) the familiarity between two signs, in terms of meaning, can be enforced
through certain strategies, like, for instance, the sound familiarity provided by rhymes in poetry;
) the structure of the sign itself seem to re-propose the evoked sense, (like onomatopoeias
within the domain of the sign’s sound); d) the whole set-up of the signifiers, organised according
to a given proportion, realises a sound and visual rhythm that is not arbitrary in comparison with
their meaning. To clarify this aspect, let us reconsider Coleridge’s verse: “The ice was here, the
ice was there, the ice was all around”. In this case, the parallelism and the redundancy of the
words and the structure of this verse go hand in hand with the immense expanse of icebergs that
surround the mariners of the poem. In other words, not only are the signifiers here, there and all
around, they are really icebergs! The message, which in normal (i.e., non-aesthetic, referential)
conditions would not be so redundant, is used now in an eccentric and unusual way, and that is
why the receiver is somehow led to conceive arelationship between signifiers and signifieds.

3. The message can put various levels of reality into discussion (Eco 1968: 64): a) the level of the
technical-physical substance which the signifiers are made of; b) the level of the differential
nature of signifiers; c) the level of denoted signifieds; d) the level of the several connoted
signifieds; €) the level of psychological, logical and scientific expectations the signs guide one
towards. “Within all these levels a sort of system of homologous structura relations is
established, asif all levels could be defined according to a unigue general code which structures
them” (Eco 1968: 64, my trandation). Put simply, the aesthetic message is characterised by an
extraordinary eclecticism, involving several textual dimensions, not only those predictably
related to its meaning. It should not be forgotten that the message is ambiguous. Thus, for
instance, it is not only the denotative level that should be taken into consideration, but also all the
possible connotations.
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ON THE SEMIOTICS OF THE THREE OF THEM

There is a very semiotic characteristic that the three behavioural traits here analysed share: lying,
play and aesthetics are all strongly concerned with the idea of representation. All of them are
semiotically representative of, from, and through reality. They represent it in several respects: they
simulate it, modify it, manipulate it, and — to a certain subjective extent — improve it. The butterfly
Kallima is representative of a reality which at the same time is and is not her own redlity. It is
because her impressive resemblance with a leaf is inevitably her physical and relational condition
(maybe cognitive as well, but we do not know much about it). And it is not, because of the same
reasons. To make it clear, let us consider the very probable evolutionary reason why this butterfly
looks like a leaf, i.e., the fact sheis a prey for some birds. To resemble aleaf reasonably decreases
the chance of being noticed by a bird. Thus, afundamental aspect of Kallima sreality, to be abirds
prey, is ‘filtered” — and thus re-articulated — by the representation process that her physical aspect
constitutes.

This concerns not only lying, but playing and aesthetics as well. When two dogs of very
different size and strength simulate a fight where the strongest pretends she is the weakest, they are
in fact representing reality. And such relation S-A (as | named it in the paragraph on playing) is not
simply an inversion (the strongest is the weakest and the weakest is the strongest): it is a sheer
interaction. The strongest can play the weakest exactly because she is the strongest, and exactly
because the players are representing reality.

In the case of aesthetics, let us pick the example of those birds who practice vocal imitation for
aesthetic purposes (20), like for instance the superb lyrebird Menura superba. When this beautiful
bird collects, reproduces, and re-elaborates elements of the surrounding soundscape, she is once
again semiotically representing reality, through a decontextualisation-recontextualisation process.
Thisis how, for instance, a burglar alarm may happen to become the fascinating theme of alyrebird
song.

In fact, the idea of representation is not the sole characteristic that lying, playing and aesthetics
share. To mention one, al of the three traits, in their evolution, achieved a certain peculiar
‘independence’ from their biological utility, the latter being from time to time so vague that one can
be really persuaded that a given action was performed for its own sake. Such is clearly the case of
aesthetics, as Morris (1961), Mé&che (1992) and others have already proved in the field of non-
human behaviour, but — surprisingly enough — that applies to lies and play as well. Indeed, it is
exactly this characteristic that makes very blurred the boundaries between the two traits, as the
above-mentioned ASL conversation between Koko and Francine Patterson (plate 1) demonstrates.
On how | consider such apparently useless traits just as useful as those appearing more clearly tied
with animal biology, | shall remind to the previous paragraph, where | discuss the issue at length.

The main hypothesis of this essay is thus the following: aesthetic behaviour in animals
(including humans) can be explained starting from the development of lying and playing (21). In
other words, | maintain there is a semiotic continuum relating the three activities, according to
articulations | will now illustrate.

First of all, it isalready clear that the triadic articulation of such relation can be analysed within
agenerally Peircean framework. Let us thus put lying, playing and aesthetics as triangle vertices, as
in figure 3, and see what type of relation can be established among the three elements.

To my mind, the first possible relation concerns the perceptive dimension, i.e., the role of the
receiver of the aesthetic/playful/fictional message (figure 4). In this case, the relation is of
hierarchical type: when dealing with an aesthetic message, let us say awork of art, it isthe fictional
element, the lie, that catches our attention first. The fact that the message in question is something
different from redlity, i.e., it ‘lies’ about reality, is possibly the primary perceptive dimension. The
playful component then follows, and finally the true aesthetic dimension is perceived. In other
words, in dealing with aesthetic messages, one can properly speak of firstness, secondness and
thirdness, in the Peircean sense, where lying is firstness, playing is secondness, and aesthetics is
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thirdness. In addition, as figure 4 shows that the relation is not a full circle (no hierarchical
connection is suggested between aesthetics and lying, so that the latter appears as occupying the
highest position in the hierarchy), we shall deduce that the process of decoding of the aesthetic
message goes always and only through the lying-playing-aesthetics sequence, and not vice versa.

In order to clarify the whole point, let us reconsider Dali’s Persistence of memory (plate 2). My
claim is that the primary form of perception in this message is its ‘diversity’ from, or alteration of,
reality. Dali’s painting lies (22) to the extent that it presents situations and objects most of which are
clearly non-existent in reality (like the weird face in the middle of the painting), or existent in quite
different form (like the melting clocks), or finally non-existent according to our expectations (we
cannot exclude that there might be, somewhere, clocks like those in the painting, but we certainly
do not expect them to be conceived and shaped like that). The next step is the perception of the
picture as a ‘game’: Dali shows his ability to play with reality and its rules, for instance turning it
upside-down (e.g., drawing as melting an object that normally is not). The observer, i.e., the
receiver of the message, after being surprised by the ‘lie’, is now surprised by the amusing and
amused characteristics of the drawing. Thisisthe secondness. It is after this, and after thisonly, that
the trully aesthetic component (form, taste, sense of beauty etc.) can finally emerge.

Cava sans dire, it was Peirce himself to underline that the first level of perception, and often
the second one also, can be easily ‘given for granted’ in the receiver’s mind. In other words, as far
as this issue is concerned, the observer might not be aware she is going through a process like the
one described, i.e., lying-firstness, playing-secondness and aesthetics-thirdness. Such sequence, |
believe, is present cognitively, but not necessarily rationally. There is too much of our socio-
cultural structures and super-structures in the decoding of aesthetic messages to even think we can
be fully aware of this process: in approaching a painting like Dali’s, we expect aready a work of
art, we are probably in a place where works of art are expected to be, we see a picture which is no
more challenging our conception of art, as for instance some post-modern work could do, and so
forth. Very little room is left for a rational awareness of the perceptive process we are going
through.

One might thus wonder why | started my explanation with an example like The persistence of
memory, that evidently does not illustrate my point in the brightest of the ways. The reason is that
Dali’s picture is possibly in the middle of a series of cases where this triadic relation can be
extremely clear, or apparently quite neglected. For instance, in the Italian pictorial movement
named “Verismo”, in the first half of 1800's, it appears that the surprising element, the Aristotelian
para ten doxan dimension, associated with the idea of fictional representation, is quite differently
articulated, if not absent. Close similarity with reality was indeed a programmatic intention of the
veristi. The limited space of this essay does not allow me to go at the heart of the matter of this
example, which | still consider pertinent, although certainly not prototypical.

On the contrary, | shall focus on other art genres, whose articulation shall make my point a bit
clearer. One of these genres is surely the caricature. Plate 3 portraits a caricature of Umberto Eco:
here we have another type of representation, that soon catches our attention because of its
‘fakeness'. There is a substantial difference between the cartoon-like character of the picture in
figure 6, and the photograph at its left: both are certainly representations of Umberto Eco, but the
caricature tends to alter reality much more than the photograph (due to technical reason, and not to
the intention of the photographer) does. On the contrary, we understand that the intention of the
cartoonist was exactly that of altering the image of Umberto Eco. The cartoonist is possibly ‘lying’
about Umberto Eco’s physical appearance. Perceived this, our mind is then attracted by the playful
elements of the representation (somatic traits are emphasised in an amusing fashion; a pencil in
Eco’s mouth jokingly reminds to his intellectual work, but also to his addiction to cigarettes, the
triple crown, full of archaic alphabets and signs, recalls Eco’s semiotic works, etc.). At this point,
the properly aesthetic dimension is perceived. Being caricature a more functiona type of art,
explicitly aimed to amusement and/or satire, the playful-secondness dimension is in this example
quite clear, and most probably rational in our decoding process.
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Independently from the various examples, it is quite useful to stress that the context 1 am
referring to still aims to be the zodsemiotic one, therefore, to provide too species-specific human
examples makes surely the issue more comprehensible, but also, on the other hand, risks to be
methodologically misleading. The concepts of art and aesthetics are thus to be kept within a precise
threshold, which can be transpecifically recognisable, and thus definable according to the
theoretical principles | have defined in the previous paragraph. Such principles support the thesis |
defend here with enough clarity, starting from the idea of biological utility of aesthetic behaviour
and its semiotic relation with lying and playing activities. If | ventured into the post-modern
problematicity of the most recent definitions of art and aesthetics, | would make two very basic
mistakes:

1) | would refer to an extremely culturally-shaped idea of art, where its relation with biology is
made too foggy and confused;

2) | would risk, through asimplistic “all or nothing” policy, to invalidate a whole discourse on the
basis of instances which are of course interesting and — as far as | am personally concerned —
deeply fascinating, but still controversial and statistically little relevant.

In other words, the fact that the conception of art is aways ‘pushed to the limits' by modern
avant-gardes (and | am glad this happens), does not deny, in fact reinforces, its theoretical status,
and even more — for the sake of my arguments — its biological foundations.

Having said that, | shall focus on a second analytical level of my triadic model. This time, the
attention converges on the articulation of the aesthetic message, i.e., on the role of the sender. In
this case we need to investigate on i) how signs interact with each other, and ii) how they depend
from each other. | will call the former the level of interaction, and the latter the level of necessity.

In the case of interaction (figure 5), | believe the picture isthe most ‘equalitarian’, i.e., all of the
three elements are in reciprocal relation. Practically speaking, this means that there can be aesthetic
and/or playful components in alie, lying and/or playful components in aesthetics, and so on. | will
later provide some example.

In terms of necessity (figure 6), the picture changes: the more articulated the message, the less
the autonomy, and vice versa. What appears to be the simplest formulation, i.e., lying, is aso the
most solid, in the sense that does not require the support of a playful and/or aesthetic component in
order to exist. Lying can also be playful and/or aesthetic, but there can still be alie without aesthetic
or playful components. The food-call of the cock, when deceiving, is neither aesthetic or playful: it
isjust deceiving. Differently, play needs a lying component, but not necessarily an aesthetic one (in
all cases, including the autotelic one, play is somehow fictional, and requires fictional elements,
starting from fantasy). Aesthetics, finally, is the most complex of these elements, and yet the
‘weakest’, because there is no way it can exist without playful and lying components to contribute
to its formation. Indeed, aesthetics — the way | defined it in the last paragraph — implies
characteristics such as a) a manipulation of the code, a manipulation of the expectations of the
receiver, some sort of biological advantage for the sender, that are typical and necessary for lying;
b) an active interaction sender-receiver, the presence of rules, biological advantages for the receiver
also (all typical and necessary for playing); and finally c) all those features which appear to be
typical and necessary for the aesthetic activity itself, such as the multiple articulation of the code (or
codes), a certain ambiguity — in the sense meant by Eco, a relation with the animal’s biology that
appears at least indirect, and so forth.

A very good anthroposemiotic example is in my opinion Marcel Duchamp’'s LHOOQ,
universally known as the ‘ Gioconda with moustaches' (plate 4). Thisdrawingis:

1) Alie—Duchamp islying about Leonardo’s picture and most probably on the real Monna Lisa—
unless one proves she had moustaches. Our system of expectations is manipulated and so is the
code. The ‘advantage’, for the artist, consists in his drawing catching our attention and surprise,
thus satisfying the typical egocentrism of most works of art (if not all of them, but | realise this
can be a controversial issue). The lie upon Leonardo’s original (more than the lie on the real
Monna Lisa, which we have not met in person, nor we have other pictures of her) is what we
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perceive first in approaching LHOOQ: “Hey, this Gioconda has moustaches!” is possibly the

first comment of those who have never seen Duchamp’s work before.

2) A game — sender (Duchamp) and receiver (ourself) of the message (LHOOQ) establish adeal: to
play a simulative/social/instrumental game with Leonardo’s Gioconda. Amusing elements are
added (moustaches of course, but also the title, which — read in French — sounds like "Elle a
chaud au cul"), the ‘rules’ of Leonardo’s picture are decomposed and recomposed, thus new
rules are established: e.g., the pole of attraction is not anymore Monna Lisa' s enigmatic smile,
and not even Leonardo’s marvellous painting technique, but rather the appearance of
moustaches, and the artistic outrage implied in it. Moreover, there are advantages for the
receiver aswell: sheisinterested and amused.

3) An aesthetic message — the code is multiply-articulated, and several levels of interpretation are
involved (the idea of the outrage itself is awhole issue: not only Duchamp isjokingly offending
the masterpiece par excellence, he is also doing it through a typical childish vandalism, i.e.,
adding unexpected somatic features to a portrait. This makes the anti-artistic gesture by
definition a part of the artwork: so, is this art? Is this all art? And what is art? What is the
boundary between art and joke, or between art and provocation? Is there any boundary? And so
on). The ambiguity is almost total, and once again displayed on several levels: for instance, the
moustaches are conventionally associated with men: in the past — and still nowadays — there had
been some discussion on the possibility that Monna Lisa was not a woman, or — on the total
contrary — that she was the portrait of an ideal woman; also, the title —in its evident sarcasm —
creates even more ambiguity: what does it really mean? What is the relation with the picture, or
with the original painting?

Turning the attention on zodsemiotics, few arguments — | think — are more convincing than the
following one. The species in question is a passeriform named ptilonorhynchus violaceus, better
known as satin bowerbird. Karl von Frisch provides an inspiring introduction: “[...] those who
consider life on earth to be the result of a long evolutionary process will always search for the
beginning of thought processes and aesthetic feelings in animals, and | believe that significant
traces can be found in the bowerbirds’ (Frisch 1974. 244).

During the mating period of the year, the male specimens (different from females because of
their more uniform and bluish plumage) build a sort of nest, called a pergola or bower, that
functions as a ‘garconniére’ for an imminent romantic meeting with the female. Apart from the
building technique, that results in a sort of tower (23), what is really amazing in pergolas is the
precision and meticulousness with which the bird decorates the inside and the outside of his
construction. All types of objects are utilised, from those already available in Nature (twigs, shells,
flowers, etc.) up to small human artefacts (fragments of bottles, pens, pieces of clothing, etc.). The
objects are usually brightly-coloured, preferably dark-bluish, which seems to be a favourite colour
for this species. Indeed, the entrance, and often other parts of the pergola, is blue, for the bird paints
it with a special paint obtained by chewing some berries, and distributed by means of a pseudo-
brush (a chip of wood) held in his beak.

The choice of where to place each object seems not to be random: very often, the bird can be
seen putting a given element in a given place, then taking a couple of steps backwards, carefully
surveying the whole thing, then perhaps not content with the general effect, deciding to change the
position of that element. Such a description may sound a bit anthropomorphic, but it is well-backed
by the following, definitely more authoritative, one, provided by Von Frisch:

Every time the bird returns from one of his collecting forays, he studies the over-all colour
effect. He seems to wonder how he could improve on it and at once sets out to do so. He picks
up aflower in his beak, places it into the mosaic, and retreats to an optimum viewing distance.
He behaves exactly like a painter critically reviewing his own canvas. He paints with flowers;
that isthe only way | can put it. A yellow orchid does not seem to him to be in the right place.
He moves it dightly to the left and puts it between some blue flowers. With his head on one



Martinelli 20

side he then contemplates the generd effect once more, and seems satisfied. (Von Frisch 1974:
243-244)

It is even more amazing that withered flowers seem not to be tolerated, for as soon as one dries
up, the bird soon replaces it with a new one. It should be underlined that none of the decorative
objects have structural importance to the whole construction; i.e., it stands either with or without
them, the principle of construction being similar to that of ordinary nests, whose stability is
basically due to interlaced twigs. The presence of such decorationsis thus absolutely unnecessary in
practical terms. withered flowers pose no danger, the collocation of each object does not affect the
balance of the pergola, and the blueberry paint does not serve as a glue.

After finishing his job, the male stands awaiting the female, who, if attracted by the pergola,
heads towards him. As a grand finale, before starting his typical courting dance (another aspect
deserving further analysis), the male welcomes the female by holding another fresh flower in his
beak, somewhat like a flamenco dancer does. The choice, the use and the qualities of the
decorations and the actions performed by the bowerbird emphasise thus all the characteristics of
lying and playing that | have mentioned: from the manipulations of the code to the re-establishment
of rules, and so forth. Asfar as the aesthetic component is concerned, let us now reconsider — with
particular care — the theoretical model proposed in the last paragraph, and apply it to the case of
these amazing birds:

1) Itishard to maintain that the whole process of construction and decoration of the pergola, plus
the courting ritual of the male, are behavioural patterns “strictly” or “too directly” utilitarian.
Among birds, an amost endless series of different and more "economica" and "direct"
courtship procedures are available. Of course, one could aways say that the whole activity is
typical of the instinctive-behavioural background of the species plitonoryncus. Such a statement
is however a bit problematic, since: @) This observation clashes with the wide variability of
pergolas, which change according to the individuals involved (there are much more and much
less accurate bowers, with different features and decorations even when the same resources are
available); and b) The same argument could be applied to humans, too, since courtship rituals
are always more or less varied (24), but they are still courtship rituals;

2) Even considering the somewhat murky definition of concepts like “beauty” and “pleasure” (see
above), it must be underlined that data collected strongly suggest a relation between the bird’s
choices and an idea of beauty and pleasure. Not only does he decorate the pergola with extreme
care, but he makes adjustment to it if the fina result is not satisfying. It may be
anthropomorphic to attribute to this bird forms of reasoning like “choice’, “indecision”,
“correction”, and “control”. Yet, ethologists are prone to think that way (e.g., Dobzhansky
1962), and any alternative explanations are in fact much less convincing;

3) That the signifier-signified relation is more oriented towards the former seems to be beyond
discussion. It has been underlined that decorations have nothing to do with the stability of the
building, thus, in terms of meaning, a withered flower has the same value as does a new one. If
the bird decides to replace the former with the latter, it is definitely because he makes it a matter
of form.

4) The female selects a pergola among the many offered by the males around her. It is important,
say ethologists, for her to be impressed by the beauty and novelty of the selected pergola (25).
At the same time, a pergola must be recognised as such, otherwise the female would not notice
it a al. Here, then, is a typical, Aristotelian-framed aesthetic example: unexpected but
believable, pergolas are para ten déxan and kata to eikos at the same time;

5) All the factors for decoding the aesthetic message, as indicated by Eco, seem to apply to this
case. For instance, we can point out a) the various levels of reality (that of the bowerbirds, the
way they see the world, their Umwelt) involved in the construction of the pergola; b) the levels
of denotation (i.e., a place to mate and couple) and connotation (e.g., health conditions and
resources of the male); c¢) the physical resemblance between signifiers and signifieds (dark blue
is the favoured colour, like the males' plumage; surely, it is evolutionarily convenient that the
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female appreciates this colour, finding it aphrodisiacal, so to speak, for it be al around the
pergola).

A couple of further considerations: firstly, Theodosius Dobzhansky observes that "It is undeniable
that a well-decorated pergola gives the bird a pleasure that can only be defined as aesthetic" (1962:
215). Secondly, Pallasmaa suggests that since male bowerbirds “have a fairly inconspicuous
plumage, the display function of the feathers of the male has been transferred to an elaborate
external contruction” (Pallasmaa, 1995: 53). | shall definitely not be surprised if, sooner or later ,a
similar theory was applied to human aesthetics.

Concluding this essay, there is another reflection that this model — particularly the relation |
called of necessity — suggests (a suggestion that should be anyway handled with care, sinceit isjust
a supposition not supported with any clue): there could be a phylogenetic relation among the three
elements lying-playing-aesthetics (figure 7), i.e., one feature could have been the evolutionary cause
of the following one, with lying as the oldest element, and aesthetics as the youngest. However — as
| said — such possibility should be explored with much more accuracy.
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Plate 1 — ASL conversation between gorilla Koko and her trainer Dr. Francine Petterson.
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Figure 1 — scheme of autotelic play
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S~A ADB  E(A}E(S)

Figure 2 — scheme of simulative play

Figure 3 —Lying, playing and aesthetics in a Peircean framework.
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Figure 4 — Lying as firstness, playing as secondness and aesthetics as thirdness within the
perceptive process of aesthetic messages.
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Plate 2 — Salvador Dali’s persistence of memory.

Plate 3 — A caricature of Umberto Eco.
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Figure 5 —Lying, playing and aesthetics within the level of interaction.
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Figure 6 — Lying, playing and aesthetics within the level of necessity.



Martinelli 25

Plate 4 — Marcel Duchamp’s ‘outrageous Monna Lisa.

Plate 5 — Some stage of the bower’s decoration. The specimen in the last image (down-left) isa
female. The other pictures portrait males from two different species of the Ptilonorynchus.
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Figure 7 — Lying, playing and aesthetics within the level of phylogenesis.
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NOTES

(1) 1 shal point out that being below this semiotic threshold does not mean that the patterns in question should not be
subject to semiotic research.

(2) Of course, the anthropomorphisation of this and other above-mentioned sign exchanges is just an expedient to make
my examples clearer.

(3) One may wonder why shiny feathers are a handicap. The answer is that a‘shiny’ bird is more likely to be located by
predators, but — at the same time — it is the predator herself that soon recognises the prey as a fit one, thus very often
renouncing to hunt her.

(4) Exhibition consists of behavioural patterns which, through a process of ritualisation, become simplified,
stereotyped and exaggerated. Generally, but not exclusively, exhibitions are species-specific and occur in
courting- fighting- or feeling-related contexts. Forms of exhibition can be detected in most species, particularly
birds and mammals. The biological function of some exhibition patterns is often not clear, and a typical caseis
that of kinaesthetic behaviour.

(5) See, for instance, Robert Fagen's studies on primates’ behaviour (1981 e 1993).

(6) The topic of boredom in animals is anything but boring, and like the question of aesthetics, it basically
poses the question, “Can animal behaviour be other than strictly utilitarian?”. From an evolutionary point of
view, scholars maintain that the more the animal species are evolved (birds and mammals, mostly), the more
the apparent boredom they may display can be considered boredom in the human sense. Scientific observation,
either experimental or natural, has clearly shown that, if subjected to monotonous situations, specimens of
numerous species display behavioural patterns typically related to our conception of boredom, such as a
decrease of attentive capacities, the focusing of attention on other stimuli, manifestations of impatience and
intolerance, on up to symptoms of depression. Breeders of intensive-farms (a depressing context par
excellence) are quite aware of the existence of such symptoms, and often provide animals with tool apt for their
biology (e.g., pigs are often provided with poles for scratching themselves). Related to boredom is the issue of
“spare time”. Spare time is ethologically defined as a period of time that animals may dedicate to non strictly
utilitarian activities, such as playing, after more urgent biological tasks have already been performed. The
existence of spare time — detected both in natural settings and in captivity contexts — allows also a given
specimen to dedicate time and enthusiasm to aesthetic activities. This is seen, for instance in the case of
humpback whales, which spend most of their winter time singing, i.e., during the period in which they have no
feeding needs to fulfil.

(7) For reasons there is no room to deepen here, | prefer to avoid the use of the very controversial term “instinct”, which
—like Bateson 1969 — | am very sceptic about.

(8) See, for instance, the very interesting Aldis 1975.

(9) See at least Gallese 1998, Gallese & Goldman 1998, and Frith & Frith 1999.

(10) In fact, Hall’s Recapitulation theory should aso be mentioned. Play is here seen as the recapitulation of the
different phylogenetic stages preceding an individual on the evolutionary scale. Such theory, however, has been
conceived for the sole purpose to interpret human playing, and — as far as our present knowledge on non-human animals
is concerned — | do not see how we can apply it to the extra-human context.

(11) An exhaustive illustration of the phenomenological concept of self, as applied to non-human animals, is provided
by San Martin and Pintos (2001)

(12) Further on inthis essay, | discuss the peculiar notion of incoherent behaviours in ethol ogy.

(13) However pleonastic seems to me to deepen such an obvious issue, | shall take the occasion to suggest the reading
of the very worthwhile Meeker 1996

(14) “Note, however, that generalisation of this program is possible: for example, juvenile Japanese monkeys (Macaca
fuscata) swing from hanging objects|...], not just from tree branches’ (Mitchell 1990: 209-10)

(15) In away, thisis the same old story of the cultural fight between biological and human sciences: very few biologists
are experts on aesthetics, and very few philosophers are experts on animals.

(16) Some example:

a) When paintings drawn by the chimpanzees Congo and Betsy were exhibited anonymously at a London gallery,
experts wrote enthusiastic criticisms like "a brilliant performance of abstract expressionism"; they got very angry when
it was revealed that the abstract expressionists were in fact two apes. Even more euphoric was a comment made by the
painter De Kooning when he was shown drawing made by Siri the elephant ("a genius'), but at least his reaction was
more fair when he was told the truth (he apparently laughed heartily).

b) In Bateson® essay “Metalogue: what is an instinct?' (1969), instinct is defined as an "explanatory principle’, i.e.,
more or less a concept that explains certain phenomena because it is designated to explain them. In short, a black box.
Scholars, in particular those of the earliest ethology and of post-Darwinism, have suspect tendency to assign many not-
easily explainable behavioura patterns to this black box, with a particular emphasis on those definable as cognitive
and/or unnecessary (if applied in a human context).
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¢) Another black box is that of "incoherent behaviours', defined in Mainardi® Dizionario di etologia as "a behavioural
pattern that is totally foreign to the context in which it is put into action, [after which] the animal resumes its previous
activity" (1992: 175, my trandation). For example, if one is having lunch and suddenly takes a break to check if the
computer is switched off or not, then returns to eating, then she would be behaving in an incoherent way. Such a
definition implies the pseudo-mechanistic conception that animals are inspired only by a finalistic behaviour, and that,
consequently, this behaviour is almost totally predictable - unless, of course, the animal becomes incoherent for awhile.
(17) Half serioudly, it could be said that the people listening to Von Karajan® version of Le sacre du printemps are
satisfying an aesthetic wish; the latter makes her feel good; the fact of feeling good helps her to work well; if
she works well then she is not fired; if she keeps her job, she still makes money; finally, if she has money, she
can satisfy the primary need of hunger.

(18) “It would be dishonest to pretend that in their present state, biological theories fully take account of al bird
"vocalisations® (Thorpe, reported in Méche 1992: 158-9).

(19) La Bruyeére, a bit naively, wrote that there is a point of perfection in art, as goodness and ripening in Nature. Those
who are able to reach and appreciate this point have good taste, and those who are not, and put their preference before
or after this point, have bad taste. Hence, there is good and bad taste, and a discussion on taste has true foundations.

(20) I discusstheissue at length in Martinelli 2002: 283-90.

(21) Given the purposes of this essay, | do not intend to go deeper in the distinction between the concept of aesthetics
and that of art. To keep it simple, | shall refer to the traditional Baumgartenian conception of art as part of a bigger
whole called aesthetics.

(22) | shal remind that by ‘alteration of redity’ —i.e., by lie — | refer to that wide group of meanings that Bouvet
underlines. It could be very misleading, for the purposes of this essay, to consider “lying” in the restricted ethicaly-
negative connotation that we normally provide this concept of.

(23) Some other species of the same genus erect cone-shaped maypoles around a tree, that may end up being higher
than a human being. Pergolas are so skilfully built that the discoverer of pergolas — the Italian naturaist Ottaviano
Beccari, around the end of 19™ century — at first thought he was dealing with dollhouses built by creative young girls.

(24) With several aspects in common with birds, among other things; see the case of flowers.

(25) Provided that this can simply signify the verification of the healthiest male and the one with the most
resources; but isn’t this the case with humans, too?



