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148 The Ape and the Sushi Master

thing. It is also known that bonobos call each other so as to
congregate before they build nests for the night, whereas
chimpanzees usually sleep on their own. The two species’
temperaments seem radically different, with chimpanzees be-
ing independent-minded, and bonobos highly sociable and
solidary.

As soon as camera crews are able to enter the Congo again,
and have the-guts to film bonobos the way they are, people
will understand that everything being said about these apes is
no exaggeration. They are not the product of some overactive
sexual imagination, or of wishful thinking. That they delight
ferninists, the gay community, and pacifists should not be held
against them. If one of our closest relatives fails o fit the pre-
vailing views about aggressive males and passive fernales, one
possibility to consider is that the prevgiling views are mistaken.

Either that, or there is something wrong with those males.

- g el

Animal Art

Would You Hang a Congo
on the Wall?

“The ape would try new ideas, make new patterns, but only very
slowly. Old patterns were repeated and only stightly altered as time
went ‘by. The war between wildness and security, between
strangeness and familiarity, these were being worked out by the
ape, at ifs simple level, just as fuman artists were working them
out at their highly complex and advanced level.”

Desmond Morris, 1997,

hen advanced paintings and engravings were discov-

ered on rocks in South Africa, the first reaction of
Western experts was that these creations could not possibly
have come from the indigenous San, or Bushmen, as this
would mean that the San had discovered the power of art on
their own. The actual artists must have come from the outside.

149
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In line with this view, Henri Breuil, the great French expert
on Upper Paleolithic art, named a Namibian painted figure The
White Lady of Brandberg because he could tell her racial origin
and felt she must have been Mediterranean. Others believed
that prehistoric Europeans, navigating around -Africa in search
of hunting grounds, had produced the paintings. But after
closer examination, the evidence is now overwhelming that the
San were responsible for the rock art, that Breuil’s white lady
was neither Caucasian nor female, and that some of the art is
older than the famous Lascaux cave paintings in France. 1%

The reaction to the San rock art is emblematic. It reminds
one of the reception of the first Buropean cave paintings. In
1879, a little girl and her father looked at the ceiling of a low
cave in Altimira, Spain, and saw dozens of bison, horses,
boars, deer, and a-wolf in the flickering light of their oil lamp.
The father, an amateur archeologist, reported the find, but did
not live to see it accepted as genuine prehistoric art, which
happened only decades later. Initially, the cave paintings were
dismissed as the product of modem artists. It was just not con-
ceivable that primitive minds could have produced images of
such elegance, realism, and artistic beauty.103

Underlying the skepticismn surrounding these and other
early finds is the idea that it is only recently, and only in very
few human populations; that cultural sophistication has
reached a level permitting artistic images. Art is supposed to
set civilized man apart from the rest. It is regarded as even

more characteristically human than language and culture, a
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capacity we are extremnely reluctant to grant even to primitive
folk. If the trait is that exclusive, animals obviously deserve no
mention at all. 7

Yet biologists feel that animals are no strangers to aesthétic
expression. The New Guinean bowerbird’s nest decorations
are as good an example as any. The thatched nests can be so
large and well-constructed that they once were mistaken for
the huts of timid people, who never showed up. The nests o
ten have a doorway with carefully arranged colorful objects,

- such as berries, flowess, or iridescent beetle wings. The male

who built the bower keeps flying in new ornaments, shifting
everything around with a critical eye, fussing over the arrange-
ment, moving back to look at the whole from a distant angle—
like a human painter with his painting—and then continuing
the rearrangement. He is very sensitive to the fading of his
Howers, replacing them with fresh ones as soon as necessary.
Young males build crude “practice” bowers, tearing them
down, then starting over again, until the construction holds
up as it should. They also frequently visit the completed bow-
ers of adult males in the neighborhood and see how the orna-
ments are Jaid out. There are ample learning opportunities
here, and it has been noted that bower decorations difter in
color and arrangement from region to region, which suggests
culturally transmitted styles.10%

Is this art? One could counter that it isn’t: bowerbird males
are genetically programmed to engage-in this activity just to

atfract females. Yet, while it is true that females select mates
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on nest quality and their equivalent of a stamp collection, the
argument is not nearly as good as it sounds. To contrast these
birds with our species requires that one demonstrates that hu-
man art does not rest on an inborn aesthetic sense and is pro-
duced purely fer its own sake, not to impress anyone else.
Both are uniikely. In fact, Geoffrey Miller argues in a recent
book that impressing others, especially members of the oppo-
site sex, may be the wholé point of human art!1%

What if our artistic impulse is ancient, antedating moedem
humeanity, and ﬁerhapé even our species? What if it rests on a
delight in self-created visual effects and a penchant for certain
color combinations, shapes, and visual equilibriums that we
share with other animals? Would admission in any of these ar-
eas diminish the significance of and pleasure derived from hu-
man art? Isn't it possible that our basic distinctions in art, our
musical scales, and our preference for symmetrical composi-
tions, go deeper than culture, and relate to basic features of

our perceptual systems?

What better way to connect humans and animals culturally

than investigate the common ground in the visual arts and
music? There obviously rernain vast differences, but from an
evolutionary perspective it would be strange indeed if the
beauty that we recognize in nature, and that has inspired so
many human artists over the ages, would have an impact only
on our own species. Our eyes and ears are very similar to those
of many other life forms, and until very recently we dwelled in

the same kind of environment. The ancestral environment
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must have shaped our senses, making us seek certain impres-
sions more than others. This argument has regularly been
made in architecture, such as the claim that the famous Court
of Lions int the Athambza, in Granada, evokes a universal emo-
tional response because standing inside the columned arcade,
looking at the lighter part in the center, harks back to walks
through the forest looking out at open areas. It is casy 1o agree,.
therefore, with the following recommendation by Nicholas
Humphrey: “If I were asked for a prescription for where archi-
tects and planners should go to learn their trade, it would be
this: Go out to nature and learn from experience what natural
strictures men find beautiful, because it is among those struc-

tures that men’s aesthetic sensitivity evolved.”1%

Can’t Stand Schdnberg

Everyone with an ear for music appreciates the moving, pleas-
ing quality of birdsong, especially that of species with variable,
long-phrased repertoires such as the nightingale or blackbird
(a European relative of the American robin). In the time be-
fore radic and television, this was the sort of “music” most of-
ten heard in the evening, and was treasured by poets and ro-
mantic lovers alike. As the twelfth-century Marie de France
most farnously put it in her poem Latistic, anyone who hasn't
heard the nightingale sing doesn’t know the joys of the world.
Conversely, animals can be quite sensitive to human music.

There are stories of dogs who hide under the couch for piano
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works by atonal composers but not for those by, say, Mozart.
One music teacher told me that her dog would heave an audi-
ble sigh of relief if she stopped playing complex, fast-moving
pieces by Franz Liszt and proceeded to éomething calmer.
And there are reports of cows that produce more milk listening
to Beethoven (although, if this is true, shouldn’t one hear
morte classical music on farms?).

In the laboratory, sparrows have been fested on their prefer-
ence for composers. Out of four birds, two liked to sit on a
perch that turned on Bach rather than perches associated with
the twelve-tone music of Schénberg, or white noise. The
choices of the other two birds were less clear. Did I detect
some hidden glee when the investigators diyly concluded that
Schénberg may possess some “aversive stimulus proper-
ties" 7107

Birds listen as carefully to sounds as any musician. They
have to, because they learn from each other. Many birds are
not born with the song they sing: the symphonies they offer us
for free in forests and meadows are cultural. White-crowned
sparrows, for example, develop their normal song only when
they have been exposed ea.ﬂy in life to the sounds of an adult
of their species. Many songbirds have dialects—differences in
song shructure from one population to another. One theary
abaut this is that if a female can tell from a male’s song that he
is a local boy, she may prefer him as a mate, as he may be ge-
netically adapted to regional conditions. Given the variability

in song from location to location it is hard to maintain that
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birdsong is instinctive in the usual sense. There is room for
creativity and modification. Some individuals act as star per-
formers, setting new trends in their region.1%

Inasmuch as birdsong is shaped by oral tradition, this is a
potential area of crossover between animal and human cul-
ture. A composer may be inspired by what he or she hears in
nature, and translate a bird’s vocal innovations into a human
cultural medium. At a recent meeting, the late Luis Baptista
of the California Academy of Sciences reviewed the evidence
in a delightful lecture, Why Birdsong Is Sometimes Like
Music, full of comparisons between the West's great com-
posers and the smaller feathered ones studied by Baptista and
his ornithological colleagues.}%®

That composers have often found.inspiration in mature is re-
flected in the titles of their works, such as Der Wachtelschlag
(The Quail Song)—a title used by three different cornposers:
Bee’tl‘-ﬁ\oven, Schubert, and Haydn—as well as Vivaldi's I
Gardinellino {The Goldfinch) and Mozart’s Spatzenmesse
(Sparrow Mass). Bird sounds can be discovered in many
works, such as chickadees in Bruckner, pigeons in Britten,
and nightingales in Respighi. The most popular bird may be
the cuckoo, the unmistakable call of which can be heard in
many works, from Beethoven's Pastorale to J. S. Bach’s fugue
Thema all’ Imitatio Gallina Cucei, which pitches a cuckoo in
counterpoint against a chicken, and lets the first win.

Birdsong often follows a sonatalike structure in that it starts

out with a theme, followed by variations on it, after which the
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original theme is recapitulated. The similarity is no accident
given that both people and birds get bored by repetitions, :and
hence need to break the monotony without losing sight of the
unifying theme in their compositions. Successful themes are
handed down for many generations. Thus, the rondo in
Beethoven’s Violin Concerto in D Major, which premiered in
1806, features a melody that was independently recognized as
the song of a blackbird by both a British ornithologist, in 1953,
and a German concert pianist, in 1980. This could mean that
Beethoven was inspired by a blackbird-invented melody that
these songbirds have kept going, through transgenerational
imitation, for over a century. |

But the most striking and amusing case is that of a Mozart
composition that has baffled musicologists ever since it ap-
peared in 1787, ’

Mozart’s }Lﬁﬂe Fool

Music historians have found it hard to accept that one of the
most idolized Western composers, Wolfgang Amadeus
Mozart, could have arranged. a solemn ceremony, with veiled,
hymn-singing mourners, and a special poem by the composer
himself, for the burial of a mere bird. Could it be that, since
Mozart's father had died in the same week, the funeral was re-
lated to this family tragedy instead? This conjecture hardly ex-
plains, though, why on this sad occasion, on June 4, 1787, the

great composer’s recital began with these lines:
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A starling bird rests here,

a fool whom 1 held dear.

Who in his prime still,
swallowed death’s bitter pill. 110

Anyone familiar with the Furopean starling, Sturnus vul-
garis, knows how apt this description is (the German word for

“fool” in Mozart's poem, Narr, also means “jester” or

" “clown”). The same ordinary bird is now commen in the

United States because a different kind of fools released over
one hundred of them in New York’s Central Park in the 1890s
as part of an effort to introduce the entire avian cast of the
Shakespearean theater. With several hundred million starlings
now blackening the skies across the North American conti-
nent, the amount of agricultural havoc created by this well-
intended decision has been immeasugable.

Starlings are clowns, and no one knows this better than the
people who have raised these overactive birds at home. They
imitate all sorts of sounds made by other animals, people, and
objects, such as telephones, rattling keys, and clinking dishes.
In the households of academics, they have been known to
pick up phrases, such as “basic research” and “I think you're
right,” which they use at inopportune moments, resulting in
amusing commentaries. One bird had a custom of landing on
a shoulder while uttering “Basic research, it’s true, I guess
that's right.” Another bird, squirming while being held for

treatment of its feet, screeched “I have a question!”
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Mozart’s starling whistled o tune on May 27th, 1784, that thrilled Mozart (top).
With a minor modification, the final movement in Mogzart’s pianoconcerto No. 17
features the same theme. (From Nottebohm, 1880).

Two American birdsong experts, the wife-and-husband team
Meredith West and Andrew King, explain the joy of keeping
pet starlings at length in an article entitled “Mozart’s
Starling,” (1990). They also provide an analysis of how these
birds flexibly combine and recombine song phrases, adding
whistles and typical starling squeals to tunes that were once
sung to them. They fracture the phrases, sing them off-key,
and delete parts that seem absolutely critical to the human
ear. For example, one bird would whistle the notes corre-
sponding to “Way Down Upon the Swa-," never, despite thou-
sands of promptings, adding the notes to “nee River.”

In describing the peculiarities of starling mimetics, the au-
thors try to throw light on Mozart’s fascination with his bird.
He entered the purchase of his starling in his diary and added
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the transcription of a song it whistled, commenting Das War
Schan! (“that was beautiful”). It was a familiar tune, almost
identical'to a theme in the final movement of Mozart's Piano
Concerto in G Major. But how could the bird have sung this
tune on the date it was bought, May 27, 1784, when Mozart
had catalogued his concerto as finished on April 12 of the
same year? Speculations hinge on the possibility that Mozarf,
like many animal lovers, had visited the pet shop in the weeks
preceding the purchase, and had transmitted the tune to the
bird. The composer was known to whistle a lot, and starlings
don’t need to hear a melody many times to copy it. Who
Lnows, the composer may have bought the bird out of delight
over its mimicry. '

Others have speculated about transmission in the opposite
direction, that is, from the bird to the composer. To some
Mozart fans this may sound sacrilegious, but the alternative is
perhaps even worse: independent genius! -

With ears trained quite differently from those of musicolo-
gists, West and King also listened to Mozart's A Musical Joke,
the first piece he wrote foilowing the death of both his father
and the starling. This piece is commonly interpreted as a par-
ody of the popular music of Mozart’s day, or else as a com-
mentary on the father-son relationship. But Mozart’s relation-
ship with his father surely didn’t deserve this kind of mocking
commemoration. Instead, the two bird experts note the piece’s
starling-like qualities. Consider the following description of
K. 522 from a record jacket:
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In the first movement we hear the awkward, unpropor-
tioned, and illogical piecing together of uninspired mater-
ial.... [Later] the andante cantabile contains a grotesque
cadenza which goes on far tco long and pretentiously and
ends with a comical deep pizzicato note . . . and by the
concluding presto, our “amateur composer” has lost all

tontrol of his incongruous mixture.'!
West and King comment:

Is the piece a musical joke? Perhaps. Does it bear the vocal
autograph of a starling? To our ears, yes. The “illogical
piecing together” is in keeping with the starlings’ inter-
twining of whistle tunes. The “awkwardness” could be due
to the starlings’ tendencies to whistle off-key or to fracture
musical phrases at unexpected points. The presence of
drawn-out, wandering phrases of uncertain structure also
is characteristic of starling soliloquies. Finally, the abrupt
end, as if the instruments had simply ceased to work, has

the signature of starlings written all over it.}12

Baptista adds to this analfsis by noting the final cadence in
A Musical Joke, which is written in two voices in counterpoint.
Funny? Perhaps, but birds produce sounds with a syrinx that
has two vocal cords, which can act independently, allowing a
two-voice phenomenon that would make Bach proud.
Baptista agrees, therefore, that the composition must have
been Mozart’s final farewell to his four-penny bird. In this

light, many of the jargon-laden analyses that I have read be-
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come truly amusing. Almost all musicologists assume either
that Mozart got lost in his own music (calling this paiticular
composition superficial, and devoid of significance) or that he
spoofed contemporary colleagues who had trouble compos-
ing. But they all miss the rezl joke! One Czech colleague,
Leopold Kozeluch, is even said to have attacked Mozart on a
visit to Prague because he felt parodied.

Tt has come to light that A Musical Joke was composed in
fragments during exactly the three-year period that Mozart
owned his darling statling. Its completion 'a week after the
bird’s death suggests that it was a‘requiem for his avian friend.
People who share Mozart’s love for birds (he also kept ca-
naries), and who know the naughty and endearing qualities of
the starling, have no trouble believing he felt a great loss.
Birds develop strong attachments, showing a tender and
happy side to those they love and trust. They may gently nib-
ble at their owner’s ear, for example, making soft sounds of
contentment, where they might peck someone else’s. We peo-
ple have a natural tendency to reciprocate when we notice
how much we mean to another being. In Mozart’s case, this
special bond was enriched by mutual inspiration between the

professional composer and his feathered amateur colleague.

Pigeons and Impressionists

Of all paintings by farnous artists on the market and in muse-
ums, ten to forty percent are estimated to be fakes— perfectly

good paintings, but by different artists than is claimed for
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them. But with art experts staking their reputations on existing
classifications, it is hard to change-opinions. When forger Han
van Meegeren claimed that he was behind some of the best-
known works attributed to Jan Vermeer, no one wanted to be-
lieve him. During the German occupation of the
Netherlands, he was arrested for selling the enemy a painting
by the Dutch master. The only way for him to prove that he
himself had produced the art—a lesser offense than collabora-
tion—was to paint one more “Vermeer” while in prison.

This is why we need more pigeons, the only experts unfazed
by big names, astronomical prices, and paper authentication.
Near a sports field at Japan's oldest and most prestigious uni-
versity, Keio University in Tokyo, Shigeru Watanabe runs a
modest but crowded laboratory in which students and collabo-
rators are constantly placing birds and other animals in test
chambers to measure one perceptual ability after another,
such as whether pigeons can detect the difference between
healthy and sick members of their species, between
Schénberg and Bach, or between a Monet and a Picasso. To
the astonishment of the art world, which considered discrimi-
nation among painters an acquired taste attainable only by
one aesthetically sensitive species, Watanabe’s pigeons have
no trouble with the latter task.

One group of pigeons was rewarded for pecking at pictures of
Monet's paintings, and another for pecking at Picasso’s. After
the training was over, the same birds were presented with new

paintings, never seen before, but by the same artists. They gen-
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eralized from the pictures on which they had been trained to
the unfamiliar set. So, a pigeon trained on Picasso’s Girls in
Avignon and Nude Woman with ¢ Comb would also peck at
Worman Looking at the Glass and Natura Morta Spagnola by )
the same artist. Similarly, birds trained on Monet would gener-
alize from one set of paintings by this artist to another. Since we
don’t assume that the pigeons see two-dimensional images as
representations of the real world, it is unlikely that their distinc-
tions were based on objects recognizable to us (women versus
fruit, for example). One might therefore conclude that the cue
must be the color scheme, together with the presence or ab-
sence of sharp edges. However, when Watanabe modified the
paintings by presenting them in black and white or with blurred
lines, the birds were stll able to make the discriminations.

There is more. When the same birds were asked to peck at
paintings by other artists of the same period, the Monet-
trained birds preferred other impressionists, such as Renoir,
whereas the Picasso-trained birds preferred other cubists, such
as Braque. So, pigeons can pick out not only individual styles,
but entire schools of visual art. Watanabe thinks his pigeons
make complex visual distinctions in the same way we do, us-
ing multiple cues all at once. The fact is, they distinguish
painters better than many a visitor to the Louyre.113

But what about the production of visual art? Although ani-

mal art is on the market, some of it really doesn't qualify be-

- cause it is randomly produced. There is, for example, the case

of the orangutan at a major zoo who would search for a rock,
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then bang it against the glass wall of his enclosure with such
superhuman force that it would shatter and he could escape.
Despite the zoo’s efforts to remove all rocks, he kept finding
them, or digging them up. The wall-shattering became such a
predictable event that the zoo paid for its regular purchases of
expensive bulletproof glass by setting up a small business. The,
fractured slabs of glass were successfully sold as orangutan-
produced tabletops, making, no doubt, for excellent conversa-
tion pieces.

Such unintentional animal “art” is widespread. One of the
classic examples is the way the Japanese artist Hokusai won

the favor of his shogun, in 1806, by unrolling a lengthy piece

of paper on the ground and covering it with big blue loops. He -

then took a cock, its feet dripping with red paint, and made it
walk across the paper. To the Japanese eye, the result looked
immediately like a river with floating red maple leaves.

The animal-as-paint-tool was exploited more recently by
dipping cats’ paws in paint so that they put colorful marks all
over the place. This led to a tongue-in-cheek photo book (per-
haps to be placed on the orangutan coffee table) that included
touching portraits of the artists, complete with personal trau-

mas and van-Gogh-like transformations:

When Charlic was six months old, he was inadvertently
shut inside a refrigerator for five hours. Somehow, that
event seems to have been a turning point in his life-—trans-

forming him virtually overnight into a prolific painter.
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As soon as Minnie left Lyon and went to live at the litile
vineyard in Aix-en-Provence, her paintings changed dra-

matically, and so did the reviews.11*

This book mocks the very idea of animal art by grossly over-
stating the case for it. Ithas a make-believe bibliography to show
how seriously the authors studied their topic, with titles such as
Paws for Thought: The Magic & Meaning of Litter Tray Relief
Patterns and Why Dogs Don't Paint. 'The final chapler analyzes
destruction of upholstery.as a form of artistic expression.

There are, however, serious studies of intentional visual art
by animals. Seme of these are being conducted in the field,
such as the observation of bowerbirds mentioned earlier.
Others have used a rather anthropocentric approach by hand-

ing our closest relatives the tools of the painter.

Apes with an Oeuvre

First there was the ancient Roman myth of Dibutade, who did
the next best thing to taking a Polarcid: before her lover left on
along journey, she recorded his face by tracing his profile on
the wall. But in 1942, in a letter to Neture, Julian Huxley gave
us the contemporary origins-of-art story. He had observed a go-
rilla at the London zoo carefully track the outline of his own
shadow on the wall. The gorilla did so thrice, and Huxley rec-
ognized “a relationship to the possible origins of human

graphic art.”11%
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Nadie Kohts watches her
young chimpanzee, Yori, '
draw with pencil on paper, in
Maoscow, 1913. (Reproduced
with permission of Oxford
University Press).

It is only logical that the quest for the origin of the arfistic -

impulse brought s to the ape. Others had made similar obser-
vations before Huxley. In the 1920s, in Moscow, Nadie
Ladygina-Kohts studied the perception of shape and color in
her young chimpanzee, Yoni, and watched him enthusiasti-
cally draw with pencils on paper. Experiments on ape art were
also conducted in the 1940s at the Yerkes Laboratories by Paul
Schiller, who pioneered a simple test: he marked pieces of pa-
per with lines or shapes and gave them to a chimpanzee,
Alpha, to see what she would do with them. Alpha didn’t sim-
ply splash paint randomly, but carefully heeded the markings,

incorporating them in the end product. If Schiller put marks
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in three of a paper’s corners, for example, Alpha would invari-
ably scribble another mark in the fourth.1¢ Yet the full extent
of ape art became known only after an artist/ethologist began
to pay attention, in the 1950s.

Desmond Morris, author of the alltime popular-science
bestseller The Naked Ape (1967), as well as of many other
works, has been a pioneer of the burgeoning genre of litera-
ture—of which the present book is an example —that com-
pares human and animal behavior. He has proposed many
provocative ideas, for instance, that hurman talk serves the
same function as primate grooming, and that the invention of
maiTiage was a necessary step when our forebears began to
hunt in groups because it helped regula{e male competition.
Perhaps because some scientists consider him a mere vulgar-
izer, they have elevated some of his ideas to theory without so
much as a nod to the author who inspired them. Morris

started his career as a serious and respected ethologist, how-

- ever, training at Oxford University under Niko Tinbergen.

Morris is also a surrealist painter in a style' reminiscent of
Mirg. Art may even be Lis first love, and his paintings have
been featured in several illustrated books and at major exhibi-
tons. It was his sensitivity to art, combined with his opportu-
nity as a zoologist to interact with Congo, a young chim-
panzee, that provided Morris with rare insights into the nature
of the artistic impulse.

Congo became a regular guest on Morris’s television show,

Zootime, and reached fame with an exhibition of his work in
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Complex fan-pattern painting by Congo, a chimpanzee widely recognized
for Kis excellent taste in color and sense of balance. Like other painting apes,
Congo showed great concentration on the job, and was visibly annoyed if
aryone tried to remove his work before he was done. (Photographs by
Desmond Morris, both reprodiiced with his kind permission).
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1957. His paintings were not merely a curiosity: they were
widely recognized as beautiful. Congo had a refreshingly en-
ergetic style, and he scemed to strive for symmetrical cover-
age, thythmical variations, and eye-catching color contrasts.

Congo stayed within the borders of the paper, never going
off the edge, and made rudimentary compositions, such as a
heavy dot surrounded by bold circular strokes, or a fan-shaped
widening of lines. His art was considered beyond the level of
that of a young child in terms of both composition and artistic
boldness. The latter may have been due to the fact that chim-
panzees are physically stronger and have better motor control
than young children. Their paintings immediately strike us as
forceful statements, whereas a young child’s art tends to look
tentative and hesitant. ' -

Picasso hung a Congo on his wall. The paintings of other
apes—one of whom was named Pierre Brassou to trick ast crit-
ics—have been accorded serious, sometimes glowing reviews
by experts who, unlike Picasso, thought that the artists were
human. ‘ -

One illustration of the power of ape art is how hard it is to

emulate, Thierry Lenain, a Belgian art philosopher, recounts

_in Monkey Painting how an Austrian painter, Arnulf Rainer,

tried to copy each and every body move and brush stroke of a
painting chimpanzee. In 1979, Rainer squatted next to the
ape, hoping to produce works of the same clarity and intensity.
The human painter, however, evidently had the preconceived

notion that apes are wild creatures devoid of emotional con-
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trol. As a result, instead of imitating the ape, Rainer acted the
way he thought an ape would paint. But he had it all wrong;
apes can be as concentrated and controlled as people. As
Lenain’s account of a filmed session shows, it was the human

painter who got too wild for the ape’s taste:

" We see [Rainer] in the gzip of a kind of rance, banging the
paper, spitting on it, waving his brush nervously, throwing
it down. The chimpanzee by contrast paints peacefully to
start with, but is gradually influenced by the agitation of jts
imitator. It stops drawing, starts jumping about energeti-
cally and chases Rainer across the room. . .. Painting is
not a violent activity for chimpanzees. 17 \

If the ape’s owner had not put an end to the pursuit of
Rainer, the painter might have learned that an ape, even a
young and relatively small one, has the muscular strength of
several grown men bundled into one. Hence, an ape can
charge a painting with energy and rhythm with far less effort
than a person can.

In addition, ape painters dow’t seem to follow the rules that
human artists do. Instead of worrying about the curnulative
impact of an entire series of brush strokes and dabs, apes give
the impression of taking a kinesthetic and visual pleasure in
each separate action. We don’t know the aesthetic secrets of
the chimpanzee that Rainer tried to imitate, but the fact is

that the human painter failed miserably in his attempt to
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achieve the same directness and sovereignty of expression.
When Lenain examined fifteen works simultaneously pro-
duced by ape and human, he concluded that “[t|he chim-
panzee’s compositions are straightforward and clear. The imi-
tations, on the other hand, are fuzzy, tangled webs of lines,
completely illegible, almost to the point of hysteria.”

The title of the English translation of Lenain’s book,
Monkey Painting, is unfortunate because, apart from a ca-
puchin monkey named Pablo, all major nonhuman primate

artists have been apes.}!8 But the book contains an intriguing

" theory of primate art that is dramatically different from the

ideas of Desmond Morris, who emphasized the similarities be-
tween ape and human. Lenain stresses the differences, and
looks at ape art as a form of visual disruption. He believes that
the painting ape disrupts the empty white space in front of

him or her, testing and probing, and uliimately destroying

- what existed before. In contrast, Morris recognized a sense of

aesthetic order and balance in the works of apes.'?

Morris’s art-as-order hypothesis has major points in its favor.
First of all, apes seek a balanced and orderly arrangement in
their paintings. Following Schiller’s iead, Morris would place
a mark off center, say to the left, and give the paper to Congo.
Congo would tend to balance the composition by painting on
the right side of the paper. He was not simply attracted to the
eﬁxpty space there, because the closer Morris placed his mark
to the center of the page, the closer to the center on the other
side Congo painted; and the farther to the left Morsis put the
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mark, the farther to the right Congo worked, to keep the paint-
ing balanced.

Another indication that apes do not just make disruptive
matks comes from the fact that they have a sense of comple-
tion of a painting, This is in contrast to what some early ob-
-servers claimed. They argued that ape paintings are actually a
human product: apes happily paint away until the product
starts to look like a piece of abstract art to the people around it,
who then take it away from the ape and hang it in-a gallery.
That would mean that the art is all in the human eye, that an

ape has no conception of making a finished product.

But coming between an ape and his or her work can be dan-

“gerous! There are many stories of apes vehemently objecting
to interruptions before they have finished their paintings. For
example, Bella, a chimpanzee at the Amsterdazﬁ Zoo, painted
with great concentration and was generally extremely peaceful
until she lost her temper one day-—with dire consequences for
the keeper who tried to remove her materials in the midst of
artistic activity. Morris also reported that Congo became
greatly annoyed if he saw that a painting on which he was still
working was about to be removed; nor did Congo like to be
urged to continue once he had put down his brush, indicating
that he was done. One day, Morris managed to take away a
painting of an incomplete fan shape. When Congo got it back
a while later, he simply continued where he had left off, care-
fully finishing the pattern. -

A telling experience is that of Lucien Tessarolo, a French

painter, who used to work side by side with a female chim-
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panzee, Kunda, on a canvas that both of them would sign at
the end —Tessarolo with a signature, Kunda with a handprint.
Tessarolo was impressed by Kunda’s precision and harmo-
nious choice of colors. The figurative elements that he added
to their work were not always appreciated by the ape, however.
Sometimes she reacted enthusiastically, but on occasion she
rubbed Tessarolo’s contributions out and waited to continue
painting until he had come up with something else.

That doesn’t sound like an ape seeking to disrupt order.
Undetlying Kunda’s behavior must have been a sense of how
the completed product should look. I am not saying that the
product represents much value to the ape once it has been
brought about, or that destructive tendencies never occur.
Indeed, as soon as the production phase is over, apes have
been known to tear their works to shreds. On other occasions,
they have exhibited an indifference to their finished paintings
that humans find hard to understand. In this regard, the apes
are very different from human artists: their goal is not to create
an enduring visual image that will please, inspire, provoke,
shock, or produce whatever effect it is that the human painter
seeks to achieve. -

The evidence, then, is that painting apes have a sense of
both balance and completeness, enjoy the visual effect of what
they do, and create regulérities and patterns, but are not out to
produce a lasting product. As far as they are concerned the

product can be thrown away once they are done with it. So,

" even though their painting activity is best described as the de-

liberate creation of visually pleasing patterns, rather than as a
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form of disruption, it differs from our artistic activity in that it

does not appear to be a means to an end.}#®

The Germ of Aesthetics

Some people feel that calling what apes prodizce “art” mocks
human achievements. Indeed, the use of primates as carica-
tures of ourselves has a long History, including an entire genre
of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century art depicting ca-
puchins or macaques sitting behind an easel, paintbrush at
the ready, staring at a female nude or still life just as a human
painter would. Whether those paintings were a commentary

on the slavish copying by some human artists, or self mockery

by the painters, the underlying message was one of opposition -

_between animal and ast. If art is by definition a human do-
main, a monkey with a paintbrush can only be a joke.

The age-old “monkey artist” theme had to pop up, of
course, when ape paintings became an issue in the 1950s.
One famous chimpanzee, Baltimore Betsy, was customarily
photographed in front of her work with captions such as “Just
a little something 1 dashed off, but not bad.” Such catering to
the general public’s sense of humor undermined any attempt
to explain what is interesting about ape paintings.

Moreover, apes came in handy in a cultural war zone of the
time concerning gestural art and action painting characterized
by vigorous, dynamic brush strokes and random effects of

spilling and dripping. Since ape art locks similar, it became a
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weapon against these schools, with critics expostulating that if
an ape can do what certain human artists are doing, the hu-

mans must be operating at a rather primitive level. Salvador

Dali, for example, couldn’t resist making the following calcu-

lated jab at another painter: “The hand of the chimpanzee is
quasi-humian, the hand of Jackson Pollock is almost animal ”121

" People accused Mortis of trying to ridicule modemn art, but
that was never his goal. If people get over their giggles and
consider the issue at hand, they will see that there is a serious

question behind it. Why do the members of our species all

over the world produce art? What is it that drives them? Why -

waste time and energy on this sort of activity? Is it a form of
play, a form of exploration, a mental game, a way of impress-
ing others? Morris simply wanted to show that we are not the
only species to take pleasure in self-created visual effects,
hence that the aesthetic sense probably has older roots than is
often assumed.

But where does ape art end and human art begin? The
main dividing line seems to be representation. In’ spite of iso-
lated claims of apes producing recognizable images (for exam-
ple, Koko, the gorilla, is said to have painted a bird, a dog, and
a toy dinosaur), I have never been able to recognize the pur-
ported images in their paintings. Human art seems to me
unique in its depiction of reality. Observing that the human
child moves on to representations after an abstract phase,
Morris and his wife, Ramona, concluded in Men and Apes

that “unhappily this is the point at which the apes get stuck.”
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Yet even if substantial differences between human and ape
art remain, they should not distract us from the undeniable
commen ground. Cbviously, we feel that there is more to our
art than enjoyment of visual effects: the human artist imagines
and strives for an end product. Human art is a conscious act of

_creation. On the other hand, without satisfaction derived from
intermediate stages —from the activity itself and its immediate
results—we might never have reached this point. It is in this
regard that ape art, rather than insulting our ego, provides a
glimpse of the wellspring of the universal human artistic im-

pulse.

Section 2

If culture is the transmission of habits and informa-
tion by social means, it is widespread in nature.
Animals may have no language or symbols; but they
develop new technologies, food preferences, commu-
nication gestures, and other habits that the young
learn from the old (or the other way around). As a re-
sult, one group may behave quite differently from an-
other, and culture can no longer be claimed as an ex-
clusively human domain.

Despite abundant evidence for this idea, there ex-
ists enormous opposition to it. Counterclaims focus
on the learning process, which most of the time
seems rather simple compared to human cultural
transmission, or on the peak achievements of human
civilization, with the remark that nothing of the kind
is within the ape’s reach. Animal culture is further-
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physician from the country of Peter Paul Rubens called the deferninized
bodies in the magazine “anatomical heresy. ”

92. Diamond (1990).

93. Animals may show homosexual behavior but are generally not .homo-
sexcual in the sense of having an exclusive or predominant orientation to-
ward same-sex partpers.

04 Parish (1993).

95. Kano (1998).

96. Bagemihi (1999, p. 117).

97. Stanford (1998). In the most detailed comparison to date, 1 obseryed
the sexual behavior of bonobos at the San Diego Zoo and that of chim-
panzees at the Field Station of the Yerkes Primate Genter ini Atlanta. The
average adult bonobo initiated sex once every 65 minu’.[es, in C(lll"ltIaSt to
onee every 6 hours for the average chimpanzee under similar conditions (de
Waal, 1995). iven if these rates show that bonobos have sex far morc;.often
than chimpanzees, it is also evident that they are not doing it all the tn.m.e. 1
must admit, though, that once when I tried to make this point By explalTng
that bonobos had sex only once every hour, an editor wrote in'the margin of
rny manuscript that this sounded very much like all the time to her.

98. Kuroda {1984).

99. One sex therapist in Califoriia, Susan Block, has selected the bonoblo
(“the horniest chimps on earth”) as her favorite animal, advertising her busi-
ness on her Web site with: “whether you want to help save the bonobos or
just save your own sex life, I'll be here for youz. ” :

100. Parish and de Waal (2000}

4, Animal Art
Would You Hang a Congo on the Wall?

101. Introduction by Morris to Lenain (1997).

102. Deacon (1999).

103. Leakey and Lewin {1992).

104. Giltiard (1969).

105. Miller (2000}

106. Ouoted in Hildebrand {1999).

107. Porter and Neuringer {1984) and Watanabe and Nemoto (199?).

108. Marler and Tamura (1964). This is not to say that there is no biolog-
ical effect on how a bird sings. Many birds leamn the song of their own
species more accurately than that of another species, and if exposed to both,
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tend to learn the former, which means that learning is bizsed toward their
oW species.

109. L. F. Baptista, at the Annual Meeting of the American Association
for the Advancement of Science, Washington, D. C. , 2000. The speaker
died a few months later,

110. My translation from the first part of Mozart’s poem: “Hier ruht ein
lieber Narr, ein Vogel Staar. Noch in den besten Jahren, muft er erfahre
des Todes bittern Schmerz. ” '

111. Liner notes accompanying A Musical Joke by W."A. Mozart,
Deutsche Grammophon 400 065-2.

112, West and King (1990, p. 112)..

113. Watanabe et al. (1995). During my visit to his lab, I asked Watanabe
why he tested his birds on Western painters and composers—why not
Japanese? He answered that the reviewers of international journals are im-
pressed only by birds discriminating among art that they know, or have
heard about. ‘ :

114, Busch and Silver (1594).

115, Huxley {1942). . e

116. Schiller (1951). Alpha was the firstbormn chimpanzee of the Yerkes
colony at Orange Park in Florida, the precursor of the Yerkes Regional
Primate Research Center, where I now work, which is part of Emory
University in Atlanta, Georgia.

117, Lenain {1997).

118. The book’s translation out of French erroneously uses the term
“monkey” as synonymous with “ape,” perhaps because the distinction is less
clear in French (singe and grand singe, respectively). In contrast to morikeys,
apes belong to the homineids, a small, distinct primate family consisting
only of bonobos, orangutans, gorillas, chifrxpanzees, gibbons, and humans.

119. Lenain (1997) notes how distuption of order requires that ane recog-
nizes ordet, hence has a sense of it. So he doesn’t see his position as totally
at odds with Moris's. However, where Morris postulates a positive tendency
to create something, Lenain sees the ape as'trying to get rid of something
else. The height of either confusion or brilliance is reached when Lenain

* states: “Tt is perfectly conceivable that a kind of ‘sense of disorder’ reigns in

the image field so straightforwardly that it may manifest itself mainly in the
guise of a sense of order, ” ‘ ‘

120, Apes find pairiting pleasurable and selfreinforcing, They do it en-
thusiastically without any outside reward. To test this, Morris reinforced one

“chimpanzee with tidbits for any artistic expression. The result was a dra-
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matic loss of interest: the ape worked as quickly as possible, only to hold out
2 hand for the reward (Morzis, 1962).
121, Levy (1961).

5. Predicting Mount Fuji, and a Visit to Koshima,
Where the Monkeys Salt Their Potatoes

122. This is a paraphrasing of Imanishi’s insightful discussion of culture

(Ttani and Nishimura, 1973}, which now seems rather unremarkable, but -

was published in 1952, at about‘the time that West-em scientists were still
engaged in a polarized debate about whether behavior depended on learn-
ing or instinct,

123. Kurland (1977).

124. Sugiyama (1967).

125. Semmer {1994). . ‘

126. n some species, females seem to make paternity a confused issue—
for example, by having sexual encounters with males even when ﬂ?ey are
not fertile. If males are unable to exclude their own offspring from lmfantl—‘
cide, their strategy becomes counterproductive according to theories pro-

rdy (1979). : ;

POSFZCl7].J)I(\/II_:¢yry(l(997).)My owil é‘xperience in this regard was the djsriovergr_ of
reconciliation. That cooperztive animals need to repair thfflr relationships
after fights sounds logical enough, but reconciliation beh‘avmf was noF pre-
dicted or even remotely considered by evolutionary biollagm'ts, who tradition-
ally have shown far more interest in win-lose than win-win arrangements.
My initial hunches, based on seeing chimpanzees lflss and efnbrace atter 1a
fight, are now supported by studies of a host of species {Aureli and de Waal,
2000; de Waal, 2000},

128. Wolpest (1992).

129. Nishida (1554}

130. Asguith (1786).

131. Asquith {1989, pp. 136-137).

132. Irnanishi (1952). B ) .
133, Ko means “happy” in Japanese, and shima means island., ” Koshima

island is therefore redundant. Other famous monkey sites in Japan als.o have
built-in habitat descriptions, such as Yakushima, Takasekiyama, Axas'hlyama,'
Ryozenyama, Jigokudani, and Katsuyama (yama means mountain, darni

means valley),
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134. My enthusiastic interpreter was Satsuld Kuroki. Or my visit to the js-
land, T was accompanied by Kunio Watanabe, a scientist from the Primate
Research Institute in Inuyama, who has worked at Koshima for many years.
See Watanabe (1994). o

135. Kawamura wrote the pioneering papers on the Koshima monkeys,
laying out the argument for cultural propagation. He also ascribed inter-
group differences to differing traditions, noting how some monkey troops eat
eggs, while others do not, or how paternal care is restricted to some troops.
To ayoid batiles with Japanese skeptics, he used the term “subculture” rather
than “cuiture. * Most of his studies appeared in Japanese only {Itani and
Nishimura, 1973).

136. In the first five years, which Kawai {1955) called the period of “indi-
vidual propagation,” 15 cut of 19 monkeys between the ages of two and
seven years acquired the behavior, but only 2 out of 11 adults. During the -
following period of “precultural propagation,” almost all infants born to
potato washing mothers learned the habit. Ten years after Imo’s discovery,
ninety-seven percent of the monkeys under the age of twelve years showed
the habit. ‘ )

137. Noso died a few months after my visit, and the beta male, Kemushi,
took his place.

138, Watanabe (1989),

139. Keyes (1982, pp. 14-17).

140, At five other Japanese provisioning sites, monkeys developed potato
washing. At these sites, the behavier never spread, though; it zemained re-
stricted te a few isolated individual$ These observations do show that Imo
did not exactly discover the monkey equivalent of the wheel: the cleaning of
food in water develops quite readily (Visalberghi and Fragaszy, 1950a).

141. Keyes (1982). For a thorough debunking of this piece of pseudo-
science, see Amudson (1985). .

142, Galef (1990),

143, Steven Green visited Japan in 1968 and 1969, and attended potato
feedirigs at Koshima (Green, 1975}

144. Galef (1990), an investigator of laboratary rats, failed to consider this
constraint on food provisioning, His remarkable free association about what
may have occurred at Koshima, forty years after the fact, has never before
been critically examined. The scientists involved didn’t know how to po-
litely respond to harsh criticism concerning an issue—imitation—that they

themselves had never emphasized.
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