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While there has been considerable discussion and debate within palaeoanthropology regarding the origin and evolution of language and art, that of music and dance have been neglected. This is as surprising as it is unfortunate as these behaviours are universal amongst human communities today and in the historically documented past. We cannot understand the origin and nature of Homo sapiens and language without also addressing why and how we are a musical species. I argue that while both language and art are most likely restricted to H.sapiens, music – by which I mean singing and dance rather than the use of instruments – has a significantly earlier appearance in human evolution and was utilised by a wide range of hominin ancestors and relatives. Indeed, without appreciating this, we are left with a very restrictive understanding of past communication methods and lifestyles in general.  

At present, there are two key approaches to the evolution of language with regard to the nature of ‘proto-language. One of these can be called ‘compositional’ and is especially associated with the work of Derek Bickerton and Ray Jackendoff. In essence, this argues that words came before grammar, and it is the evolution of syntax that differentiates the vocal communication system of H.sapiens from all of those that went before. An alternative approach to proto-language is that developed by Alison Wray and Michael Arbib. This suggests pre-modern communication was constituted by ‘holistic’ phrases, each of which had a unique meaning and which could not be broken down into constituent words.  As such, discrete words that can be combined to make new and unique utterances were a relatively late development in the evolutionary process that led to language. I favour the holistic approach and envisage such phrases as also making extensive use of variation in pitch, rhythm and melody to communicate information, express emotion and induce emotion in other individuals.  As such, both language and music have a common origin in a communication system that I refer to as ‘Hmmmmm’ because it had the following characteristics: it was Holistic, manipulative, multi-modal, musical and mimetic (see Figure). 

Appreciating that human ancestors and relatives had a sophisticated vocal communication system of this type helps to explain numerous features of the archaeological and fossil record. The long-running debate about the linguistic capabilities of the Neanderthals, for instance, arises from apparently contradictory lines of evidence that can now be resolved. That from their skeletal remains suggests the capabilities for vocal communication similar to that of modern humans (and which has, therefore, been assumed to be language) while the archaeological evidence provides few, if any, traces for linguistically mediated behaviour. This seeming paradox is resolved by appreciating that the Neanderthals did indeed have a complex vocal communication system, but it was a type of Hmmmmm rather than language. Another type of Hmmmmm was used by the immediate ancestors of Homo sapiens in Africa, both having origined from a ‘proto-Hmmmmm’ used by a common ancestor. 

While the fossil and archaeological and records provide substantial evidence for the co-evolution of music and language prior to their separation into two largely distinct communication systems in Africa c. 200,000 years ago, further evidence can be found from modern human themselves. Studies of how music and language are constituted in the brain from studies of lesions and brain scans have shown neither total separation nor that one system is entirely dependent on the other. Also, studies of communication by and to infants have stressed the significance of musicality for pre-linguistic humans, suggesting its likely significance for pre-linguistic hominins. In addition, the last decade has seen a recognition that emotion is of central importance to rational decision  n making which implies that music – the key means by which emotions are expressed and induced – is likely to have been of central importance to any large-brained hominin. 

The separation of a Hmmmmm into the two systems of communication that we now refer to as language and music most likely occurred as part of the process by which modern H. sapiens originated in Africa. The appearance of compositional language would have had a profound cognitive impact, leading to the capacity for metaphor that underlies art, science and religion. Music has continued to deliver the adaptive benefits previously gained from the musicality of Hmmmmm, notably group bonding the expressing of emotional states, and the manipulation of behaviour by inducing emotional states in others.
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