








DAVID WALSH

Foreigner’s hit | Want to Know What Love Is’ is one of the worst songs I've
ever heard. It was replaced at the top of the Billboard charts in February 1985,
ironically, by another bad one, Madonna's ‘Like a Virgin’. Foreigner’s title

must have been rhetorical, as no conclusion is reached in the lyrics, except
that they ‘want you to show’ them.

I've wanted to know what art is for some time. I've made some progress. For
example, I'm pretty sure it isn't a cultural phenomenon, despite what post-
modernist theoreticians might have me believe. And I'm pretty sure it's
universal—both Foreigner and Madonna make art. | did, too, when | drew in
the sand as a child, or when | tunelessly parodied ‘| Want to Know What Love
Is’ in the shower this morning ('l want to know what art is, | want you to blow
me’). There are some people who have insight into what art is, but they aren't
artists.

Artists work in a narrow band of creativity. Though they may make great
things, they make specific things. They also make them without reference to
their ultimate (biological) motives—they may say things like, ‘| want to create
beauty, or, ‘I want to know what love is,’ but they don't say, ‘I'm compelled

by my biological history to seek mates, and painting pretty pictures helps,

or, perhaps, ‘Creating narrative fictions helped my ancestors to learn to plan
and thus those with a propensity for fiction were selected through differential
survival rates.” And until very recently no one thought, ‘The evolved tools | use
to navigate my physical environment might have been co-opted to enable
my exploitation of social environments to achieve the sort of goals that my
biology compels me to attempt (survival, reproduction, etc.)’

All that might not be clear, and it isn’t meant to be. I'm setting up a framework
for asking interesting questions like, ‘Why do we make art?’ and I’'m asking
these questions of people who aren’t usually engaged in an art setting
(evolutionary biologists, sacial scientists, neurologists). I'm not asking art
academics; they have been asking themselves and each other for some

time, and the answers rarely extend beyond the cultural. Art has a cultural
component of course. It is often made and judged by people, and people are
cultural. But art is universal, and modalities of art cross cultural boundaries.
That’s an indicator that the roots of art lie beyond, and possibly before, culture.
Art also often engenders emotional responses, and anything that engages
emotions has an evolutionary component, or engenders processes that are
redolent of our emotions. A landscape portrait may be uplifting because it
depicts an environment that our ancestors thrived in. Contrawise, a sterile
desert scene causes despondency. Or a portrait can be unattractive—my face,
as portrayed by Geoff Dyer, is unappealing. It portrays my asymmetries, and Beyontt e From|
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asymmetry is a sure-fire indicator of incorrectly expressed genes. Lin Jiun-Ting
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A digression: | recently explored the definition of life. | eventually alighted on
‘A system that can undergo Darwinian evolution’. That's succinct, and it gives
evolution the primacy it deserves. Of course, it has a touch of finality about

it. Future discoveries might provide new insights. If we develop intelligent
machines, they won't be amenable to modification through evolution. By

this definition, then, they would be intelligent but not alive. But science is
relentlessly tentative; error-correction is part of the definition of learning.!'ve
learned some new stuff concerning life. I'll get back to that. For now, let me
point out that as we sought to understand life, we reached other tentative
definitions. One used the characteristics that life exhibits: response to stimuli,
growth, reproduction, and some others. The problem was that not all living
systems exhibit all of those characteristics (priests don’t reproduce, emperor
penguins get smaller) and non-living systems are not necessarily excluded
(crystals grow, computer viruses reproduce). One of the Wiki definitions of art
uses this sort of characteristic definition: ritualistic and symbolic functions,
communication, entertainment and others. This definition suffers from the
same problems. A Catholic mass has ritualistic and symbolic functions but
few contend that mass is art. And a Foreigner song is definitely art, but is it
entertaining? Later, Steven Pinker will quote from Dennis Dutton’s attempt to
encapsulate art in this way. Among Dutton’s formulations: ‘Art is not practical,
like a tool or a house.” But in Mona'’s collection, there are, for example,
Egyptian sarcophaguses, designed to protect their inhabitants from the
ravages of the afterlife. And there are extremely ornate European maps, and
the elegant conical cornerstones of Mesopotamian buildings, and wonderfully
formed scarabs that were circulated as propaganda by the pharaoh. Each
clearly had an immediate purpose.

Another Dutton rule: ‘Art must be a source of pleasure.’ | suspect that Nolan
had no inkling of that when he painted Central Australia. Nor did Whiteley,
with his portrait of Vincent van Gogh. Another: ‘Art is made in recognisable
styles.’ This has cause and effect around the wrong way. If an artwork is
sufficiently original to be outside the mainstream, and it engenders imitators
or interpreters, then it will be encumbered with a label—the name of a new
style, from anti-realism through magic realism to realism; or naive art, op art
and pop art.

Clearly, then, | contend that defining art suffers from the same problems

as defining life because they are similarly scaled problems (vast and
heterogeneous); but unlike the evolutionary-based definition of life, no
overarching principle that encompasses all art has, as yet, emerged. To
understand what art is, we first have to understand why it is that we make it.

Earlier | said I've learned some new stuff concerning life. Erwin Schrodinger
and Pascual Jordan had a few insights in the '40s that are worth taking note
of because they predicted some of the properties of genes. Predictionis a
worthwhile test of merit. Jordan noted that things built out of molecules
derive their properties by the statistical inputs of those molecules. Water is
made from, mostly, H20 molecules, and it behaves in a way that the majority
of its components do. Life isn't like that. A tiny fraction of the molecules of

a living system generate most of its properties. My eye colour is the result

of genes (about fifteen have been identified) that were present in the ovum
and spermatozoon that combined at the beginning of my history. Jordan
called this asymmetric (non-statistical) way that life accrues its properties
amplification, and it provides a mechanism by which variation is induced, and
that variation is crucial to the evolutionary mechanism that life is predicated
on, and defined by.



Is an analogue of amplification a property that art has that craft, for example,
does not? Non-art derives properties statistically: plates might be decorated
differently but they derive their characteristics by statistical similarities with
other plates. When a jar is art, and few dispute that an Athenian pelike is art,
the differences from other jars are amplified asymmetrically.

I’'m not trying to show that art is this or that thing. And I'm not trying to show
that we make art for this or that reason. For the moment I'm just trying to
show that art is a complex thing and its characteristics multifarious. Curators,
typically, weave a cultural web. But the web of art, like the web of life, has
evolution at its genesis. Let's see if those who have insights into evolution can
tease out something about the nature of art. If they can, we should see a
good show. Because sometimes newcomers to a field, virgins if you will, make
it feel shiny and new.

OPODSTE AND FOLLOWING PAGES

Lion hunt scarab of Amenhotep 1|
Egypt, New Kingdormn, 18th Dynasty
€.1380-13528cCE

Black-figure pelike (jar) depicting a
horseman; the goddess Athena defeating
the giant Enkelados on reverse

Athens, Greece
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Attributed to the Theseus Painter
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Geoffrey Miller

ART TO ATTRACT MATES

WHY DID ART EVOLVE?

The question seems simple. But it can't be answered cogently without
playing by the rules of modern evolutionary theory." If you don't play by
those rules, you're free to dream up any origin myth that seems appealing.
Many folks have. Typical art origin myths offer a heady mix of neuro-babble,
paleo-sentimentalism, artwank pretentiousness, and naive group selection.?
However, if you want the right answer, rather than just a cute story, you
have to dig deeper.

BUT WHY DID ART EVOLVE, REALLY?

Let’s start with a simple point: in biological terms, human art is just another
‘signalling system’, like bee dances, bird songs or gorilla chest-thumping. It's
much more complicated, but the signalling principles are the same. Over

the last forty years, evolutionary biologists, anthropologists and economists
have developed a cool field called ‘signalling theory’ that describes how
signalling systems work, and what counts as a credible explanation for their
emergence. It's a good theory, and it’s worked really well to illuminate animal
communication in thousands of species. If a theorist isn’t invoking signalling
theory when talking about the evolution of a signalling system, like human
art, you know they’re trying to spin a rivulet of feculence into a pearl necklace.
Don't buy it.

In any signalling system, a set of ‘signallers’ (e.g. artists) evolve the abilities
and motivations to create a set of ‘signals’ (e.g. artworks) to influence the
behaviour of a set of ‘receivers’ (e.g. the art viewers and artist admirers).

Here’s the thing: it’s usually much harder to explain why the signallers bother
to send the signals than to explain the ‘receiver psychology’ of why onlookers
bother to pay attention to the signals. Receiver psychology is easy. It starts
out as just whatever set of brain biases exist in your species: the perceptual,
cognitive, emotional, social, sexual and ideological sensitivities that influence
your aesthetic tastes and preferences.

1 Geaffrey F. Miller, Aesthetic fitness: How 2 Catherine Driscoll, 'The bowerbirds and the
sexual selection shaped erbstic virtuosity as & pees: Miller on art, altruism, and sexual selection’,
ftness indicator and aesthetic preferences as Philesophicol Psychelogy, vol. 18, 2006, pp.

mate choice criteria, Buletin of Psychology and S07-26
the Arts, vol, 2, 2001, pp, 20-25
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Geoffrey Miller

If you argue that ‘art is just the cheesecake of the mind’, then you're focused
only on receiver psychology and our sensory biases. Cheesecake tastes good
because we evolved tastes for fat and sweet; art looks good because we
evolved visual systems for orienting towards ocbjects, people and landscapes
that show strong cues of novelty, distinctiveness and relevance to fitness.?
Fair enough—but you haven’t explained why signallers make art. You've
explained the consumers but not the marketers, the groupies but not the
rock stars. Likewise, if you argue that ‘art arises fram the visual system’s
intrinsic pattern-detection abilities’ or some such, you're equally focused on
receiver psychology.

Receiver psychology is fun to analyse—what makes something great ‘eye
candy’? You can bring the whole armamentarium of the behavioural sciences
to bear on understanding how people’s minds and brains respond to various
aesthetic stimuli. You could get big neuroscience grants to show people
Rubens versus Rothkos in fMRI machines and see which brain areas light

up* You could wire museum-goers up to mobile psychophysiology devices

to assess galvanic skin responses (sweats, palpitations, panic) when viewing
German Expressionism.® You could study how people with autism versus
paranoid schizophrenia respond to Marina Abramovié videos. You could assess
the genetic overlap between preferences for Thomas Kinkade’s real kitsch and
preferences for Jeff Koons’ ironic kitsch in a large sample of Swedish twins.

3 Geoffrey F. Miller, Reconailing evolutionary 4 Steven Brown, Xioging Gao, Loren 5 Wolfgang Tschacher, Steven Greenwoad
psychelogy and ecalogical psychalogy: How io Tisdelle et al.. "Naturslizing assthetics: Brain Valker Kirchberg et al., "Physiological correlates
perceive fitness affordances’ Acta Psychologica areas for aesthetic appraisal across sensory of aesthetic perception of artworks in a musesm,
Sinica, vol. 39, 2007, pp. 346-55. modalities, Newroimage, vol. 58, 207 Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts,
pp. 250-58. vel, B, 2012, pp. 58-103
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However, none of that receiver psychology matters very much for explaining
the signaller side of the equation. The key question in any evolved signalling
system is: why do the signallers bother? Why do they invest their limited time,
energy and risk in growing ornaments, making sounds, or creating works that
receivers might enjoy? Once signallers are giving away gobs of potentially
useful information to anyone within visual range, it’s not surprising that
receivers evolve to pay attention to the new info-flood.

Here’s an example. Female bowerbirds have eyes and brains tuned to perceive
visual depth using convenient cues; this makes their depth-perception
systems vulnerable to perspective illusions. You could do perceptual
psychology studies on this part of their receiver psychology, if you wanted.
But males of one species, the great bowerbird (Chlamydera nuchalis), have
evolved to build their courtship bowers to create an ingenious forced-
perspective illusion when females view the bower’s court through the central
avenue, making the male look bigger when he displays in front of his bower.
The quality of each male’s forced-perspective illusion predicts his mating
success,® so females are not just fooled by the perspective illusion; they
implicitly use the illusion’s quality as a cue of the male’s mate value. And the
males take years to learn how to construct the most effective forced-
perspective illusion.

So we should rephrase our central question: not why receivers evolved to
respond to art, but why signallers evolved to make art.

HOW DID ART MAKING EVOLVE?

A full century before signalling theory, back in 1871, Charles Darwin proposed
a damned good theory of art making. He didn’t get it 100 per cent right, but
| think he got it at least 80 per cent right.

Darwin suggested that “art’ emerged long before humans. It arose to attract
sexual partners, by showing conspicuous beauty, skill and creativity. From

the sexual ornaments of iridescent beetles to the courtship architecture of
bowerbirds, animals grow art on their bodies or make art in their environment
to signal their health, resourcefulness, intelligence and/or general fitness.
Aesthetic ornamentation reveals good genes, good bodies and good brains.”

However, Darwin’s colleagues could not stomach the idea that the highest
achievements of human visual culture could emerge from mere ‘mating
instincts’, because they underestimated the complexity of prehistoric mating
and the aesthetic discernment of prehistoric mates. A combination of Victorian
misogyny and cultural pretentiousness kept them from seeing the mate-
attraction functions of art. With sexual selection banished from the explanatory
repertoire of evolutionary aesthetics, art had to arise either through natural
selection for survival, or as a non-adaptive side effect of other biological or
cultural processes. After the rise of Modernist art and architecture in the early
twentieth century, aesthetic theorists doubled down on rejecting the concepts
of ‘beauty’ or ‘skill’, so the challenge of explaining the evolution of animal
beauty or human art-making talent seemed passé.

] John A, Endler, Julie Gaburro & Laura A 7 Dahlia W. Zaidel. Marcos Madal, Albert

Kalley, Wisual effects in great boweroird sexual Flexas et al., "An evolu tionary approach To art and
displays and their implicatons for signal design aesthetic experience’. Pspchology of Aesthetics,
Proceedings of the Roval Saciety B, vol. 281, Creativity, and the Arts, val, 7, 2013,100-09,

2074, 2040235
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With the renewed application of evolutionary theory to explain human
behaviour from the 1970s onwards, there have been dozens of speculations
about why art arose during human evolution. Most of those speculations

fail the most basic criteria for evolutionary theories: they don't identify the
specific selection pressures that favoured art making or art judging, or the
adaptive functions that art served, or the concrete fitness payoffs for making
art (in terms of survival and reproduction). Some of these speculations are
heartwarming and raise the social and moral status of art makers and art
appreciators, so feel ideologically cosy and comforting. Yet most strike me as
Just-So storytelling and wishful thinking because they don't get down to brass
tacks. They don’t address this core issue: how did new genetic mutations for
art-making motivations and abilities actually spread among our ancestors,
given the real biological costs of art making in terms of energy, materials, time
and skill-acquisition?

Amotz Zahavi made some progress in 1978 by framing artistic phenomena

in signalling-theory terms, with his ‘handicap principle’. He argued that many
aspects of ornamental art and decorative patterning are costly, hard-to-
fake signals of the artist’s skill. In particular, many decorative patterns make
comparative evaluation by observers easier; for example, dots in circles that
make it easier to assess radial symmetry; stripes and bars that make it easier
to assess body size and proportions. Zahavi wrote presciently:

Human society is competitive, so people might be expected to use decorative
patterns to advertise quality. | believe that a particular artistic investment by
an artist to decorate a product may be understood as a consequence of his
attempts to advertise the quality of his product. It may also be an advertisement
of the artist’s own artistic qualities. And the ability we have to understand art
may have evolved as a consequence of our striving to assess differences in
quality using biologically important signals. The theory of optimal decorative
patterns may thus form a biological basis for the ultimate ‘advantage’ of art,
the evolutionary function of art.®

a Amotz Zahavi, 'Decorative pattemns and
the svolution of art|, Mew Scientist, vol. 80,1978,
pp. TAR-A4
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Since my book The Mating Mind in 2000, I've argued that Darwin’s hypothesis
about art was basically right.? Every biologist knows that sexual selection
through mate choice favoured most of the visual beauty in nature, from the
tail-flaps of peacock spiders to the plumage on birds of paradise. | just think
we can take sexual selection about 20 per cent further, to explain human
art-making instincts as well. And we have new scientific insights for doing
that. We have deeper insights into animal communication theory to explain
how art-making ability can work as a hard-to-fake signal of biological
excellence. We have new archaeological evidence on the prehistoric antiquity
of beautifully crafted tools, weapons, body ornamentation, clothing, figurines
and cave paintings. We have new psychological evidence on which heritable
traits—physical, mental, emotional and moral—can be signalled reliably
through good art. And we have new models of sexual selection in semi-
monogamous species like ours in which both males and females choose

their mates and form longer-term pair bonds. We can draw not just from
Darwin, but from other evolutionary aesthetic theorists such as Nietzsche,
Veblen, Boas, Gombrich and Zahavi. We can also draw from a century of social
progress in which the division between male elite arts and female folk crafts
has broken down. Many more women rediscovered their art-making instincts
as parts of their own social and sexual strategies.

| think this updated expansion of Darwin’s art-through-sexual-selection
theory is pretty good at explaining why ordinary children enjoy learning how
to draw, paint and dress up (to practise aesthetic courtship skills before
puberty), why young single adults enjoy adding visual beauty to their romantic
lives in so many ways (to attract partners), and why married adults so often
get aesthetically lazy in their dress, decoration and hobbies (to reduce mating
effort as parenting effort takes precedence).

Admittedly, my theory is weaker at explaining the more pretentious and
counterintuitive forms of elite contemporary art. It can’t account for why
almost 1 per cent of educated urban adults claim to enjoy abstract art,
installation art, art-speak, or Artforum. But that doesn’t matter. Evolutionary
psychologists like me seek to explain the 99 per cent—the normal human
interest in beauty, artistic skill, visual creativity and folk arts. I'd rather
understand the pop surrealism in Juxtapoz than the video installations at

Art Basel, because ordinary folks actually like and buy pop surrealism—and
other fun, skilled kinds of representational art. | want to understand the
cross-culturally universal forms of artistic passion and skill that provoke
spontaneous admiration among ordinary folks. | think the answer is that
aesthetic admiration of art shades over into sexual attraction towards the
artist—and this has been happening for several thousand generations. We're
all descended from artists because art was sexy and art was romantic.

Note that art making is much more ancient than previously believed.” It is
likely to be a long-refined biological adaptation intrinsic to human nature,
rather than a recent cultural invention. Until about 2000, archaeclogists
focused on European cave painting sites and Venus figurines associated with
the ‘Upper Paleolithic revolution’ about 30,000 years ago, and claimed little
evidence of art making before that. However, more recent finds push art
making back almaost ten times further. By 500,000 years ago, humans were
creating Acheulean hand axes with carefully exaggerated symmetry,” more

=] Geofirey F. Miller, The Mating Mind: How 10 Gillian M, Morriss-Kay, ‘The evolution of il Derek Hodgson, The first appearance of
Sexuai Choice Shaped the Fvalution of Humon buman arbistic creativity’, Joumal of Anatamy, syrmimetry in the humen ineage: Where
toture, Doubleday, New Yark, NY, 2000, vel. 216, 2010, pp. 158-T6. percepticn meets art’, Symmetry, vol. 3, 2011,

pp. 37=53
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Other animals have to make rather than buy their extended phenotypes, so
their ornamental signals can be very informative about their genetic quality,
bodily health, resourcefulness, intelligence and conscientiousness. This is
because it can be physically and cognitively demanding to find and transport
the required structural and decorative materials, to choose and defend an
optimal display location, to compile the materials skilfully into a form that has
the structural integrity to persist in a hostile environment, and to manipulate
the artwork to display the aesthetic features to attract mates.

Animal artworks have other advantages as mating signals. In a local mating
market, all local materials are equally available to all sexual rivals, so they allow
observers to separate variation in environment quality (e.g. how many white
shells are available for decorating bowers, how much lapis lazuli is available
for making blue paint) from variation in individual genetic quality (e.g. how
skilfully a bowerbird can arrange shells or a human painter can grind and apply
pigment). Artworks also allow animals to show innovation, creativity and a
tacit understanding of receiver preferences, as when three-spined stickleback
fish construct decorative nests of coloured algae and then choose an optimally
contrasting colour of algae to highlight the nest entrance.”

Animal artworks can also reliably reveal the animal’s bodily size, as when male
black wheatear birds carry the heaviest possible stones to ornament their
cliffside breeding spots, allowing females to observe their maximum work
capacity. These 35-gram birds carry an average of 3 kilograms of stones per
mating (like a 90-kilogram man carrying 7700 kilograms of stones up a cliff
face), and this intense sexual selection on construction ability has resulted in
the largest power output of a muscle ever recorded for any species (400 watts
per kilogram).?

Many extended-phenotype signals show large size, not just as ‘supernormal
stimuli’ exploiting receiver psychology, but using conspicuous waste as

a reliable signal of quality and endurance: a 15-centimetre-tall Vogelkop
bowerbird typically constructs a branch-and-twig bower at least 1 metre
high and 1.6 metres in diameter, analogous to a 6-foot-tall human sculptor
building a wooden installation 12 metres high and 18 metres in diameter.
However, unlike a peacock burdened by a heavy ornamental train, the creator
isn’t saddled with the burden of carrying around such an enormous sexual
ornament: under threat from predators or rivals, the extended phenotype
can be abandoned, and the artist can live on to create another day.

eatear bird carrying material for his art
anto aftract a mate
21 Sara Qstiund-Nilsson & Mikaal Hoimlund, 22 Manuel Soler, Manuel Martn-\ivaldi, LM
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ap bowerbird's large, well-decorated {Gasterosteous acuieatus), Befaworal Ecology sk wheatear, Behaviora! Ecology, wol, 10,
tracts mates. and Fociobiology, vol, 53, 2003, pp. 214-20. 1999, po, 281-86,
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Artworks can be especially efficient signals because they can persist for

long periods, outlasting transient courtship displays (e.g. birdsong or human
jokes), and the construction skills they embody can be appreciated and
remembered by potential mates even in one’s absence. Extended phenotypes
are also informative about the creator’s vigilance, formidability and
dominance, because they can be sabotaged or stolen by sexual rivals (as
when bowerbirds destroy each other’s bowers and steal their building
materials and ornaments).*®

The best-studied extended-phenotype signals in other animals that have
been shown to attract mates in courtship—and thus the best examples of
convergent evolution towards human-style art making—include:

silk balloons by at least a hundred species of balloon flies

(e.g. Hilara sartor)

- sand pyramids by ghost crabs (Ocypode saratan)

- sand craters by at least twenty species of cichlid fish
(e.g. Cyathopharynx furcifer)

- flower petal presentations by red-backed fairy wren birds
(Malurus melanocephalus)

« stone piles at nest cavity entrances by black wheatears
(Cenanthe leucura)

- bowers of twigs and ornaments by fifteen species of bowerbirds
(e.g. Amblyornis inornatus)

- elaborate nests by at least seventy species of weaverbirds

(e.g. Ploceus benghalensis).

This is a very provisional list, as the study of animal artworks from a signalling
theory perspective is still in its infancy, and some of the most skilled creators
(e.g. crabs, fish, spiders) are under-studied. And as with many sexually
selected ornaments, the pheromone-obsessed mammals fall short of birds,
fish and invertebrates in the sophistication of their constructions. However,
in all cases above, researchers have observed females closely inspecting and
comparing male artworks, with direct reproductive payoffs to males who
create the best works. So we have examples of sexually selected extended-
phenotype ornamental signals in at least two hundred other species that
seem functionally analogous to human artworks. That's two hundred more
examples of convergent evolution than we see for any other theory of human
art evolution.

23 lamne M. Wopcieszek, James A, Nicholis
& Anne W. Geldizen, ‘Stealing behavior and
the maintenance of a visusl display in the satin
bowerbird’, Behavioral Ecalogy, val. 18, 2007,
pp. B89-55.
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HOW CAN WE TEST THE SEXUAL SELECTION MODEL
FOR ART MAKING?

The sexual selection model is eminently testable* Indeed, over the last forty
years, biologists have developed some pretty good ways to assess whether

a trait evolved as a sexually selected signal. For example, if human art making
evolved mostly to attract mates, we'd expect it to show most of the qualities
below. (I note which predictions have supporting evidence so far, and which
remain to be tested.)

Mate preferences for the trait

All else being equal, art making should be favoured in mate choice by both
sexes. In a study of 9474 people across thirty-seven cultures, males and females
ranked ‘creative and artistic’ as the seventh and sixth most important trait,
respectively, out of thirteen traits—less important than kindness, intelligence
or health, but more important than earning capacity, education or religiosity.*
Women's ovulatory cycles also influence their attraction to artistic creativity
and skill: women at the highest fertility phase of the cycle preferred poor but
talented visual artists over rich but untalented visual artists.?® People should

be motivated not just to judge artistic skill passively by observing completed
works, but to probe actively, witnessing works-in-progress, assessing romantic
bespoke works (e.g. a custom portrait of the beloved), and considering works
across a variety of forms, materials and styles. People should feel driven to
connect the artwork to the artist, so their extended phenotype illuminates their
core phenotype and vice versa. Art makers who can talk articulately about their
training, skills, intentions, efforts and aesthetic decisions should be especially
attractive, since they reveal high verbal intelligence. As with most behavioural
and mental traits, women should be choosier about art-making ability when
selecting short-term mates, but men should up-regulate their choosiness about
art making when selecting longer-term mates (e.g. men have low standards for
intelligence in one-night stands, but they become as choosy as women when
selecting a spouse). Given mutual mate choice for art-making ability, we also
expect positive assortative mating for the trait:*" couples should correlate for
artistic talent and aesthetic sensitivity.

Art making should attract more mates, especially for male artists. Among

236 visual artists, degree of artistic success strongly predicted mating success
for males (e.g. number of male artists’ sexual partners correlated +.53 with

‘time spend on art’ and +.45 with ‘percentage of income from art’); among
female artists there was no relationship.?® In a different study of 708 young
adults, males who produced more public creative behaviours (e.g. visual arts,
performing arts, writing) attracted more sexual partners, whereas females
showed no correlation between creative output and sexual success.” Also, more
neuratic (worried, anxious) men and more schizotypal (eccentric, disorganised)
men displayed more creative activity, which led to more short-term mating
success, but the neuroticism and schizotypy boosted sexual success only insofar
as it led to creative output; no such patterns appeared for women. Madness
leads to mating success only if it's linked to creativity, apparently.

24 Geoffrey F. Miller, Mating intelligence: 26  Martie B. Haselton & Gecfirey F. Miller, 28 Helen Clegg, Danigl Nettle & Darothy
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Systern, Erlbaum, Mahwah, NJ, 2007, pp. 50-73 29 Melanie L Beaussart, Scott B Kaufrran &
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Genetics of the trait: substantial heritability, elusive molecular-genetic
basis, inbreeding depression and paternal age effects

If art-making abilities function as indicators of good genes, they should prove
heritable in twin and adoption studies, with artistic ability running in families for
genetic and not just environmental reasons. One recent study of 122 twin pairs
reared apart showed that the heritability of performance on the ‘Draw-a-Child’
task was at least .38.% Also, if genetic variation in art-making ability reflects low
mutation load (lower number of harmful mutations that disrupt artistic talent),
and these mutations are mostly minor in severity and recent in evolutionary
origin, then it should be difficult to find any specific ‘artistic skill alleles’ that
replicate across families. Further, art making should be reduced by genetic
inbreeding (e.g. if the artist’s parents were first cousins, leading to increased
expression of harmful homozygous mutations) and by an individual’s dad being
older at conception (since sperm mutation load increases with paternal age).

Genetic correlations with other desirable traits

If art-making abilities function as indicators of good genes, they should

show genetic overlap ('genetic correlations’) with other good traits such as
physical health, attractiveness, longevity, fertility, general intelligence and
conscientiousness. One recent study* of 7752 twin pairs found that children’s
accuracy and detail in drawing human figures at age four predicted their IQ
scores at age fourteen, and the genetic correlation between artistic ability and
general intelligence was .52. (Loosely interpreted, this finding suggests that
about half of the genetic mutations that make people less intelligent also make
them worse at art making—and vice versa.) One interesting twist on the
genetic correlation argument is that artistic creativity seems genetically linked
with some mental ilinesses, which might explain their persistence in human
populations.®* In a study of more than 300,000 people with major mental
disorders,* the 54,042 people with schizophrenia were 30 per cent more likely
than normal people to be visual artists, and their siblings and offspring were

36 per cent and 38 per cent more likely, respectively, to be visual artists. The
26,644 people with bipolar disorder were 42 per cent more likely to be visual
artists, with similar increases among their siblings and offspring. My lab found,
though, that it’s really general intelligence plus the personality trait of ‘openness
to experience’—and not schizotypy per se—that drives creative drawing ability.**

W laime A, Ve 32 ffrey FMiller & lim 34 Geoffrey F Miller & llanit B, Tal, ‘Schizotypy
Briana N Horwi Min 5 o rerne of a versus intellig nel apern predictors of
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Conspicuous courtship display that tracks mating effort

During courtship, people should conspicuously (if unconsciously) display their
art-making abilities and achievements to the opposite sex. For example,

when young adults imagine a potential mating situation,* men score higher
on creativity tasks after imagining any potential mate, short-term or long-term.
By contrast, women’s creativity increases only when they imagine a relationship
with a committed, high-quality, long-term mate. People should also make,
display and talk about art more when they're at peak mating age (adolescence
and young adulthood) rather than older; when they’re single rather than
married; and when they're polyamorous rather than monogamous. (Of course,
children should be intensely interested in learning and practising any skill that
will be become important in sexual selection after puberty, whether telling
stories, making jokes, playing sports, singing songs or drawing pictures.)

Art making should also be more common when people are in a mating market
with a larger number of potential mates, an adverse sex ratio (more within-sex
competition), and sexual norms that are more open to short-term mating.

At peak fertility, just before ovulation, women’s art-making skills should be
higher (as most other forms of female physical and behavioural attractiveness
peak then)?®® and hormonal contraception such as the pill should reduce
art-making skills at mid-cycle (as it reduces all other forms of peak-fertility
attractiveness). Men interacting with ovulating women should show higher
mating effort, including more art-making and art-display motivation.

Production costs that guarantee signal reliability

Sexually attractive, impressive art should be hard to make, and require
substantial investment of learning, practice, time, energy, materials, risk and
other resources. Individuals in good condition (good physical health, good
mental health, good nutrition, low parasite load) should be able to bear these
costs more easily, and this ‘condition-dependence’ of art-making ability

should be salient to observers. For example, conspicuous failures of symmetry,
precision or representational accuracy should provoke spontaneous attributions
that the artist must have messed up due to bad genes and/or bad condition.

Cialdini 38 Geoffrey F Miller, loshua M. Tybur & Brent
D Jordas

Personality and estrus?, Evidution ond Humon Betwviar, vol. 28,
WIS, pp. B3-76 2007, pp. 375-81
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Higher trait variance in males

In almost all animal species, the maximum reproductive rate for males is higher
than for females—e.g. Gustav Klimt could have potentially sired a new baby
every day with a different lover (and he sired at least fourteen children with

his admirers), whereas a woman who breastfeeds can produce a new baby no
more than every couple of years. This higher male reproductive potential favour
stronger risk-seeking among males, not just at the behavioural level of violence
and extreme sports, but at the level of brain growth and development. The resu
is higher trait variance in males—e.g. for intelligence, there are more males at
the extremes of the bell curve.*” The same should hold true for art-making abilit
we should expect more male artistic geniuses, but also more male artistic idiots
who can barely draw, sculpt or ornament themselves tastefully. The same male
risk-taking logic should apply to psychoactive substance use in the service of
artistic creativity: men should seek out and use more drugs to provoke aesthetic
inspiration and art-making motivation and diligence.*® Further, art making seen
associated with having a more masculinised body and brain: a study of fifty
artists compared to non-artists found lower 2D:4D digit ratios (ratio of second
finger length to fourth finger length) in both males and females. Low 2D:4D is

a standard marker of prenatal testosterone exposure* that also predicts brain
masculinisation and increased mating effort.

Sexual similarities in art-making capabilities

Darwin’s hypothesis about art evolution was based on his classic ‘males compet
females choose’ (MCFC) model of sexual selection. That model works well for
most species, in which males are not very choosy and don't invest much in
relationships or offspring. However, in species like ours, with pair-bonding, soci
monogamy, committed relationships and investing fathers, the ‘mutual mate
choice’ (MMC) is more accurate than the MCFC model in making predictions
about basic capacities for courtship behaviours.*® So we expect sexual similarity
in abilities to make art, even when there are sex differences in motivations to
make art—just like the sexes are almost exactly equal in average 1Q, although
men are bigger intellectual show-offs in every domain of intelligence.

Sex differences in display strategies

Higher male potential reproductive rate and risk-seeking should translate into
males doing more public broadcasting of their art-making skills, through creatir
more of the ‘public’ art that ends up in museums and art history records. Indeed
until the mid twentieth century, men produced about ten times more public

art than women.*' By contrast, women should more often narrow-cast their
art-making skills towards favoured males, to minimise sexual harassment and
coercion attempts by undesired males, and to reduce the risk of adverse social
judgement by peers. The result is the historical dimorphism between male ‘high
art’ and female ‘domestic arts and crafts’ With contraception, increased sexual
safety for female public artists and reduced stigmatisation of courtship effort by
women, the last several decades have seen an extraordinary increase in women’
public art making. This emerging golden age of female artistic creativity may
abe due as much to ‘biological’ effects such as these shifts in the social ecology
human mating, as to ‘cultural’ effects such as feminism, economic empowermel
and the rise of art schools and MFAs.

37 Wendy Johnson, Andrew Carothers & lan 35 Denae Crocchiola, “orr as anmdicabor 41 Geoffrey F. Miller, 'Sexual selection for
1. Deary, "Sex differences in variability in general of male fitness: Does prenatal testosterone cultursl displays. in B, Dunbar et al. (gds), The
ntelligence; A new look at the old question) influence artistic ability?, Evolutionan: Evalution of Culture, Edinburgh Unbversity Press,

Perspectives on Psycholagical Science, vol. 3, FPepchalogy, vel, 12, 2014, pp. 521-33 Edinburgh, 1999, pp. 71-81,
2008, pp. 518-3
40 Geoffrey F. Milker, ‘Mutusl mate
38 Geoffrey F. Miller, 'Optimal drug use and choice models as the Red Pillin evoiutionary
ratianal drug palicy’, Behowvioral end Srain peychology: Long delayed, much nzeded,
Scignces, wal. 34, 2011, pp, 18-19 idectogically challenging, and hard to swallaw’
Pepchologico! inguiry, val. 24, 2003, pp, 207-10
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CONCLUSION

Darwin thought that sexual selection offered a pretty good way of explaining
the origins and development of our art-making instincts. | agree—especially
when we combine sexual-selection theory with modern signalling theory,
extended-phenotype theory, and mutual-mate-choice theory. The resulting
‘mate choice for art-making’ theory highlights the functional similarities
between human art and aesthetic ornamentation in many other species such as
balloon flies, cichlid fish and bowerbirds. It's also consistent with nine emerging
lines of evidence from the last twenty-five years of evolutionary psychclogy
and Darwinian aesthetics:

People prefer mates who show artistic virtuosity and creativity.

@ Skilful art making attracts more mates, especially for male artists.

@ Art-making abilities are moderately heritable.

@ Art-making abilities are genetically correlated with other desirable traits.

® Art-making motivation tracks mating effort across ages and relationship
status,

® High-quality art requires high costs in resources, energy, time and skill,
so reveals good genes, good condition, and good partner and good parent
potential.

@ Males show higher variance in the trait (more male artistic geniuses,
but also more male artistic idiots, with no skills or taste), reflecting sex
differences in reproductive risk-seeking.

Males and females show equal art-making abilities, due to mutual mate
choice.

@ Males on average invest more in broadcasting their art-making abilities
to multiple potential mates (through larger-scale public art and architecture),
while females tend to narrow-cast to potential high-quality mates (through
smaller-scale art, craft and design).

Of course sexual selection doesn't explain everything about contemporary
art, for two main reasons.

First, any biological capacity such as art making that evolved to serve any

‘proper’ function (the reason why it evolved in the first place) can be exapted,

modified and repurposed to serve many other ‘derived’ functions, such as
signalling tribal affiliation, glorifying religion, designing propaganda for
military-industrial states, fetishising luxury brands, optimising websites,
marking gang territories with graffiti or shocking Artforum critics at Art Basel.
For any theory about art's origins, the number of derived functions will vastly
outnumber the number of proper functions, because people are creative at
adapting our evolved mental traits to new purposes and circumstances.
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Second, ever since early-twentieth-century modernism, the western art
world has rejected any emphasis on representational skill, pleasant content
or seductive functions as reactionary, bourgeois or sexist. Most art schools
teach MFA students how to talk pretentiously about their ‘process’ and

their ‘practice’, rather than actually teaching technical processes or requiring
any practice. The gallery system creates commercial incentives for every
aspiring professional artist to create a unique stylistic brand, rather than
building upon a virtuosic tradition. Art critics expound their conceptual
responses to works and the artist’s alleged intentions and influences, rather
than doing investigative journalism about the materials and skills that an
artist actually used to produce their works, or their social/sexual/status
reasons for doing so. However, that stale old Euro-American madernist art
system faces an existential threat from Asia. Asian art schools have trained

a vast new generation of young artists who are equally comfortable with
technical virtuosity and conceptual innovation, Art investors are starting

to notice that they can buy works that satisfy both their ancient aesthetic
instincts for costly trait-signalling and their postmodernist tastes for stylistic
creativity. Skill is making a comeback. The old biophobic cults of futurism,
abstraction, international modernism and conceptualism are giving way to
new biophilic, content-rich movements on the border between art and
craft, such as street art, pop surrealism and manga. This, | think, represents
a return to Pleistocene art-making instincts and values. Against the dead hand
of modernist art criticism, mass affluence empowers the emerging global
middle class to assert their desire to see art that combines virtuosity, creativity
and good old-fashioned sexual charisma.
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Hand axe Hand axe Un Mowlage sur nature

Jganie, Creysse, France, France, typologically dated Mauritania, typologically dated (A Casting from Life)
ally dated 800,000~ 800,000-300,000 8P 800.000-300,000 8P 1887 :
BP Edouard Joseph Dantan
Flint Quartzite
Height 12.4cm Height 28 cm Born 1848, Paris, France; died 1897,
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ant, Santa Monica, California Califarnia Oil on canvas
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