PAGE  
1
Chapter 3


Chapter 3
Meaning After Language: Ritual, Myth, and Art

In this chapter we will examine Langer’s account of how the notion of symbolic transformation illuminates three central issues: (1) sacrament and ritual, comprising symbolic objects and symbolic acts that express the sacred, (2) the symbolic lessons of myth, which articulates human conceptions of divinity and the place of humans in a sacred or ultimate story or narrative, and (3) the symbolic prolegomena to the theory of art that Langer developed at length in her masterpiece, Feeling and Form. All of these forms belong to the class of meaning-bearing systems called ‘presentational’ by Langer. They come ‘after’ language in the double sense that her discussion of them follows her analysis of language as a discursive form and also in the sense that there are forms of meaning that are authentic and that come ‘after’ language, that is, they must be ascribed to beings that already have appropriated, or been appropriated to, language. Whatever the original relation was ‘at the beginning,’ which is at any rate inaccessible to us, language is now the enabling condition for the development of sign or symbol systems that do not follow the logic of language, but it is neither displaced by them nor is it able to encompass all their semantic or semiotic powers. Presentational symbolism is for Langer an indispensable and exceedingly powerful means of meaning-making and it broadens and deepens our notion of human rationality. Langer is fully consistent, both in PNK and in all her work, in her repudiation of all forms of logocentrism.

It is important to understand what Langer is trying to do in the later chapters of PNK. Her main goal is to present, with sufficient density, exemplifications of the ‘logic’ of presentational symbolism and the type of ‘work’ that such a symbolism is meant to do. Langer’s purpose is not to give us a full phenomenology of presentational forms in their breadth and depth nor is she giving a schematic history of the role such forms have played in historical and cultural life. By choosing paradigmatic examples of such symbolic forms Langer is able to deepen her formal and fundamental analysis undertaken earlier in PNK where the original lines between the two ‘tracks’ on which human symbolic activity runs were drawn. 

The leading questions she engages are the same as before, but now they are given a rich application and the answers sought in a wide range of cultural phenomena. The pivotal concept is that of the life-symbol. It is the life-symbol that functions as the ‘root’ both of sacrament and of myth—and indeed of the vital significance of art. So, Langer is concerned with a sequence of interlocking questions. 
· Why does ‘life’ embody itself in symbols? 
· How is symbolization rooted in the human power of stablizing the sensory flux by the creation of images? 
· Why and how do images turn into symbols? 
From Symbolic Images to the Sacred

The epistemological pivot of Langer’s analysis of life-symbols is the difference between an image and a sensation (PNK 144). By ‘sensation’ she means any sensory datum in its singleness of occurrence, its one-time-appearing. No individual sensory datum can ever recur in its individuality. It is absolutely unique and particular. A sensory experience of a tree is unique at each moment and on each different occasion. The sensory datum exists in real time and in real space, that is, it has a set of coordinates that are unique and that define its ad hoc character. But, Langer notes, we would be unable to stabilize the world into objects if all we had access to were the flow of sensory particulars. Far below the level of speech there is involved a process of projection whereby sensory experience is given ‘pictorial’ form. The perception of an individual thing, which is past beyond recall, gets itself embedded in a virtual dimension existing between us and real objects. This is the dimension of the image, which we can recall at will. But between the sensation and the free image stands the perceptual type, a kind of original categorization. Perception is not just the grasp of things but of this sort of things. 

The image, however, which we can recall and even construct at will is not bound to the natural sensory order. We attend to them “only in their capacity of meaning things, being images of things—symbols whereby those things are conceived, remembered, considered, and not encountered” (PNK 144-145). The symbolic nature of images is primarily found in their “tendency to become metaphorical” (PNK 145). Langer wants, as we have seen, to push metaphor down to the level of ‘symbolic seeing,’ which is, in effect, prior to language—although the types of seeing are clearly those of the language animal and are also influenced by language. Metaphorical seeing, as Langer understands it, involves a ‘semantic displacement’ from the primary object-meaning, which a symbolic image, or symbolically functioning image, has, to its transferred sense, a displacement based, she claims, on a “logical analogy” (PNK 145). The examples Langer gives here are by no means unusual, though her comment is certainly illuminating. The image of a rose symbolizes feminine beauty “so readily that it is actually harder to associate roses with vegetables than with girls” (PNK 145), although I suppose that to a starving scavenger the association could well go the other way. Fire, Langer notes, is “a natural symbol of life and passion, though it is the one element in which nothing can actually live” (PNK 145). What is it about fire that gives it its symbolic pregnance? It is its mobility and flare, its heat and color, which are distinctive and charged perceptual features. These features, Langer claims, make fire “an irresistible symbol of all that is living, feeling, and active” (PNK 145). 

The central thesis and insight of Langer’s is fundamental for her whole intellectual project. It is the claim that images are symbolic instruments for abstracting concepts “from the tumbling stream of actual impressions” (PNK 145). Their achievement is to make a primitive abstraction that can later be elaborated in complex figures. Such primitive abstractions, symbolic images, are, on Langer’s reckoning, “our spontaneous embodiments of general ideas” (PNK 145), though they are clothed in a variety of sensory garments. But while primitive, such symbolic images are subject to complex development, albeit in a way fundamentally different from language. 

Symbolic images are not isolated units. According to Langer image-making, while certainly the “mode of untutored thinking,” is further the source of our mind’s drive to construct “stories,” the mind’s “earliest product” (PNK 145). But such envisagement is not restricted to the visual domain: kinesthetic and aural elements, along with the visual, enter into the development of ‘fantasies’ (PNK 146). Specific experiences give rise to symbolic use, since abstraction is something that happens spontaneously and quickly. In this sense any experience is not restricted to its original context, but can be used to “represent a whole kind of actual happening” (PNK 146). The move to symbolically pregnant images is a move toward general features. The symbolic image has the task of exemplification. It possesses and displays the properties of a type of event or situation or action. Langer anticipates here a central concept later developed by Nelson Goodman within both an aesthetic and a general epistemological frame. 

Using the example of the first impression of a train pulling into a station Langer foregrounds the notion of a “general impression” (PNK 146) which is to be derived from, or built up out of, this singular event.  There is a fundamental grasp of or perception of ‘like’ and ‘unlike’ operating here in this process. “The fantasy which we call his conception of a halting train gradually builds itself up out of many impressions; but its framework was abstracted from the very first instance, and made the later ones ‘familiar’” (PNK 147). We experience, or construct a image of, a train-pulling-into-a-station event. Here we have an “action-envisagement” not just the envisagement of an object. Words, images, and action-envisagements, Langer claims, follow “certain basic laws of symbols” (PNK 147), such as pregnance, good form, and so forth. But in the case we are examining here, the paradigm meaning of a train-pulling-into-a-station (“When George entered the room, he was a train pulling into a station”) there is not just a literal reference to something that can be formulated in concepts, but a tendency toward the conveyance of metaphorical meanings, indeed, the transformation of the event itself into a metaphorical image. Metaphor is pushed down here to a stratum that is not language-bound. In fact, language is dependent upon this image, which functions as an image-schema. Hence, the great similarity induced and inducing metaphorical transpositions that take place in language are also effected and operate non-linguistically. An arriving train, which we can recognize as a type of event on multiple occasions while standing on the platform, can mean not just itself—that is, an arriving train—it “may have to embody nameless and imageless dangers coming with a rush to unload their problems before me” (PNK 147). The total complex of units making up the arriving train come to function as a “first symbol to shape my unborn thoughts” (PNK 147). The train, retained in memory as a specific event and a specific type of event, now transformed into symbol, leaves literal generality behind. The train can now come to represent the approaching future, or the staged entry of a person into a room, through only certain selective features: “power, speed, inevitable direction (symbolized by the track), and so forth” (PNK 147). The example of the train, for Langer, shows how fantasy, working prosaically, turns into figure and then into a “metaphor of wordless cognition” (PNK 147). 

But the point is entirely general—and what we are seeing Langer develop here is a further illustration of her general thesis on presentational symbolism. “Metaphor,” she writes, “is the law of growth of every semantic” (PNK 147). This principle applies no matter what the carrier of the meaning system is. While it is true that dreams manifest a “riotous symbolism,” this is clearly not the only dimension where this semiotic riot occurs. While dreams may be “the lowest, completely unintentional products of the human brain,” even the intentional products manifest the same logic. For the human mind is obsessed with finding the appropriate symbolism for conceiving all the dimensions of its existence, the first dimension clearly being that of “simply the experience of being alive” (PNK 147). This experience is, to be sure, a complicated web of intertwined desires, feelings, actions, images, and so forth.

On the most basic level Langer recognizes that our elementary conceptions are of “objects for desire” (PNK 148). Langer is deeply aware of the dimension of desire, without betraying any sense of an attachment to the strictly psychoanalytic domain, which she treats with more a glance than an examination. Speaking of an infant, Langer notes that “comfort and security, human nearness, light and motion—all these objects have neither substance nor fixed identity. The first images that sense impression begets in his mind have to serve for the whole gamut of his desires, for all things absent” (PNK 148). The infant, then, ‘reaches out’ to the world through the constructive efforts of fantasy, understood in Langer’s sense of that term not as ‘free fantasy’ but as a kind of ‘bound fantasy.’ But, nevertheless, in this way “infantile symbols multiply” (PNK 148) as the symbolic images become ‘unbound.’ This is a process of ‘figuration,’ making up ultimately for the “poverty of everyday language” and lending it an imaginal matrix for its metaphorical expansion. This process of “spontaneous envisagement” involves the construction of “figurative images” in which the duality of form and content is abolished. The most primitive presentations do not know such a distinction. Things get “fraught with intense value” or inspire terror without our reflective engagement. The dream level, for example, has no meta-level to make such a distinction. But the dream illustrates a fundamental principle: meanings are embodied in symbolically pregnant objects. In the original stratum of thought there is no thematic difference between object and meaning. 

But, on Langer’s reckoning, certain objects are emblematic of their ‘deeper ‘meanings. These become “sacra” and lead to veneration by reason of their symbolic force. Phallic symbols, death symbols, and other “bizarre holy articles” embody “the great themes of primitive religion” (PNK 150). 
Gods are at first merely emblems of the creative power; fetishes, trees, menhirs. Certain animals are natural symbols to mankind: the snake hidden in the earth, the bull strong in his passion, the mysterious long-lived crocodile who metes out unexpected death. When, with the advance of civilization, their images are set up in temples or borne in procession such images are designed to emphasize their symbolic force rather than their natural shapes. The snake may be horned or crowned or bearded, the bull may have wings or a human head. (PNK 150)
Natural symbols have import rather than meaning in the linguistic sense. When a natural object takes on a symbolic value it generates in the perceiver “a peculiar emotion” (PNK 150), an affective interpretant in Peirce’s senseof the term. This peculiar emotion gets connected with an ‘idea’ presented in the object which transcends the functional sphere. It becomes the object of ritual contemplation, an object in which the human perceiver feels himself vested, although there is no explicit reason for the vesting. Rather, the sense of vesting comes from “our supreme and constant preoccupation with ideas, our spontaneous attention to expressive forms” that in the end fuses practical with symbolic values. Contemplation of a sacrum, embodied in a symbolic object, generates excitement at the deepest levels of human existence, an excitement wedded to the “realizing of life and strength, manhood, contest, and death” (PNK 152). The ‘release’ of powerful emotions or affects by the symbolic object goes over into an objective form to demonstrate the feelings of individuals. This is an extremely powerful insight. But it flows directly from Langer’s general semiotic framework.

Langer clearly sees here, in the origins of sacramental ritual, including sacramental contemplation, that expressive acts, including the selecting of appropriate emblems, goes over from being self-expressive  to being “expressive in the logical sense” (PNK 152). Expressive acts do not have to be identified with a present act of feeling or emotion, as an index or symptom would, but can denote, though not in the relatively unambiguous way linguistic symbols do,  feeling, indeed, bring it to mind, “even for the actor” (PNK 152). The expressive act and the expressive object then become semiotic tools with their own objectivity. In the case of actions, a genuine act, with its functional goal of achieving something, such as washing oneself clean, would have an intrinsic teleological need to be brought to completion, while an expressive act, as in ritual washing, would show only the “significant features” of the action. In this way an action can become an expressive form, or a true symbol. Ritual arises from “the formalization of overt behavior in the presence of the sacred objects” (PNK 153). Hence, sacrament, as Langer understands it, involves both sacred objects and ritual acts. The rites enacted at the contemplation of sacred objects “formulate and record man’s response” to the supreme realities that are expressed in them. Articulation, contemplation, realization are embodied in the ritualized gesture, which induces and maintains in the worshipper the “complex, permanent attitude” which is the “response to the insight given by the sacred symbols” (PNK 153). It stabilizes and gives the frame for “a disciplined rehearsal of ‘right attitudes’” (PNK 153). Around sacred objects cluster memories of specific events and the definite feelings attendant upon these objects. Mimetic ritual seeks a deep existential participation, involving the body of the worshipper. The rhythmic logic of the ritual permeates the worshipper’s body.

The narrative matrix of the mimetic rites, their dramatic framework of origin, rooted in reenactment, is complemented, however, by the framework of supplication. Corresponding to the “expressive virtue of sacra … conceived as physical virtue” is the “symbolic power of mimetic rites” able to be regarded as “causal efficacy” (PNK 154; note the Whitehead term here!), bordering on but not restricted to magic, which Langer thinks is not the beginning of religion, but rather the reverse. Religion, as Langer thinks of it, “is a gradual envisagement of the essential pattern of human life, and to this insight almost any object, act, or event may contribute” (PNK 155). But there need be nothing precious or rare that takes on religious significance. Sacred objects, formalized expressive gestures, mimetic gestures, these do not prior to their religious use have to be intrinsically weighty, although they do have ‘expressive weight,’ at least potentially and certainly not always on monumental scale. Public religious use of an object or a gesture normally has had “a long career in a much homelier capacity” (PNK 155). Their public religious use involves a symbolic transformation. Rites are rooted in play, indeed share the deep logic of play, and play involves the use of schematized actions or actions severely constrained by rules and modes of accomplishing. The physical and functional fullness of a practical act becomes schematized and radically diminished in its physical reality when it is incorporated into ritual. Ritual eating does not embody the full reality of eating, but refers to, or denotes, eating rather than trying to be a full representation of the activity. Ritual acts, schematized and reduced to their pertinent features, “are part of man’s ceaseless quest for conception and orientation….Ritual is the most primitive reflection of serious thought, a slow deposit, as it were, of people’s imaginative insight into life” (PNK 157). There is no debunking here of the sacred and of the pertinence of ritual, although Langer will make it clear that the ‘religious worldview’ is something that has no permanent values in terms of the realities projected in it. It is a realm of meaning, not of reality, for Langer.

Fear, according to Langer, is the “driving force in human minds” (PNK 158). The overarching goal, then, is security, in the many senses of that term. Security entails the construction of a world picture that would ensure and effect “a definite orientation amid the terrifying forces of nature and society. Objects that embody such insights, and acts which express, preserve, and reiterate them, are indeed more spontaneously interesting, more serious than work” (PNK 158). Hence, the “universality of the concepts which religion tries to formulate draws all nature into the domain of ritual” (PNK 158). Using the example of a rain dance, Langer argues that the dance is meant to accompany the coming rain, to participate in it, to complete its coming. It is not principally a practical act, but a religious act. “Its real import—and its power to articulate a relation between man and nature, vivid at the moment—can be recognized only in the metaphorical guise of a physical power to induce the rain” (PNK 159). But inducement is not the principal point. Mimetic ritual may give rise, Langer thinks, to sympathetic magic, which is a phenomenon of tribal, primitive religion. But religion’s own teleology as it progresses is,  it seems, to culminate, on one trajectory at least, with the Sacrament. 

Sacraments have an overt form, usually in some act that is “essentially realistic and vital”: washing, eating, drinking, slaughter, sexual union. Such commonplace events and actions are the point of origin of very profound and ancient symbolic forms (PNK 159-160), well known to the student of the history of religions. Behavior patterns can be formalized and it is the formal element that “offers high possibilities to the symbol-seeking mind” (PNK 160). Langer’s point is not empirical, but conceptual. It is meant to be an exemplification of her conceptual scheme. Washing away dirt, eating, bowing down before a superior, kissing, laying on of hands, and all the other acts that we are familiar with in everyday life are symbolically exploited and pertinenticized. Eating an animal is not a matter of getting food, but we are absorbing its animal characteristics. Ritual slaughter and eating become symbolic acts, involving existential and semiotic participation. They are “exalted into sacred procedure” (PNK 161). The ritualization of eating charges each detail with meaning.

Every gesture signifies some step in the acquisition of animal virtue. According to the law of all primitive symbolization, this significance is felt not as such, but as genuine efficacy; the feast not only dramatizes, but actually negotiates the desired acquisition. Its performance is magical as well as expressive. And so we have the characteristic blend of power and meaning, mediation and presentation, that belongs to sacrament (PNK 161).

Thus we find ritual to encompass “prescribed modes of participation and assent” (PNK 162).

What are these modes directed toward? Langer’s answer is that it is impossible to continue directing them to a “nameless symbol” (NK 162). Here is the great step from superstition to theology, the naming of the gods. Its first stage is not really anthropomorphic, Langer claims. No person actually dwells in an object. Rather, the object itself is conceived as a personality (PNK 163), “as an agent participating in the ritual.”  This is the movement from efficacy to ability, or power to act. Ability, embodied in a ritual image, in the long term becomes a “summary of a human ideal,” the ideal of a tribe (PNK 163). Religious imagery, its active venerative performance in rites, involves the symbolic activity of exemplification and typification. Because of the complexity of human personalities, religious imagery has often, even predominantly in the cases of ‘primitive’ religion, had recourse to the animal domain, for “animals run true to type” (PNK 163). “The man who sees his ideal in an animal calls himself by its name, because, exemplifying his highest aspirations as it does, it is his ‘true self’” (PNK 164). In this way Langer attempts to define, on the basis of her philosophical principles,  the genesis of totemism. “The primary conception of a totem must have sprung from some insight into the human significance of an animal form; perhaps some purely sexual significance, perhaps a sublimer notion of savage virtue” (PNK 164). Totemism, like all sacraments, Langer contends, echoing Durkheim, is “ a form of ideation, an expression of a concepts in purely presentational metaphor” (PNK 165). Such a presentational metaphor, powerful notion in itself, has deep existential significance. 

There is, Langer further claims, a real passage from “such primitive sacramentalism to a real theology” (PNK 166), fantastic as it may seem. Langer thinks that the classic works of Jane Harrison and Gilbert Murray are essential supports and evidence for such a position. The clear Olympian Gods, Murray claims, in a passage cited by Langer, “are imposed upon a background strangely unlike themselves” (cited PNK 167). It is savage background, a “dark primaeval tangle of desires and fears and dreams” (cited PNK 167), rooted in “actual cult” (PNK 167). It was the progressive giving of names to specific daimonic functions that led to the transition from ritual to theology. Zeus, Harrison and Murray claimed, followed by Langer, usurped a ritualized focus and attained “perfect form, definite relations to the heavens, the gods, and the human world” (PNK 169) by becoming a figure “in something more than ritual; it is in the great realm of myth that human conceptions of divinity really become articulated” (PNK 169).
A symbol may give identity to a god, a mimetic dance may express his favors, but what really fixes his character is the tradition of his origin, actions, and past adventures. Like the hero of a novel or a drama, he becomes a personality, not by his sheer appearance, but by his story…Divinities are born of ritual, but theologies spring from myth (PNK 169). 


Langer cites, at the end of her chapter, a pregnant passage from Jane Harrison dealing with the origin of a Korê or primitive earthgoddess.
The May-pole or harvest-sheaf is half-way to a harvest Maiden; it is thus … that a goddess is made. A song is sung, a story told, and the very telling fixes the outline of the personality. It is possible to worship long in the spirit, but as soon as the story-telling and myth-making instinct awakes you have anthropomorphism and theology (Harrison, p. 80, cited PNK 170). 

She ends her chapter, however, with a strong concluding thesis. The myth-making instinct not only has its own history, it has its own life-symbols, cognate with but different from those of sacrament and ritual. Myth for Langer has little function “below the level of dawning philosophic thought” (PNK 170). But for Langer, as she says in a controversial and sharp passage, philosophic thought “is the last reach of genuine religion, its consummation and also its dissolution” (PNK 170). Genuine religion, then, begins in ritual and sacrament, proceeds through mythical elaboration, and is transformed in the interpretive activities of philosophical reflection, which have as their ultimate object the analysis of meaning. Philosophy, in short,  replaces participation with reflection. It replaces the lived-through character of meaning with analysis, not for the sake of mere destruction but for the sake of living on a higher ‘rational’ plane of a philosophical religion, perhaps identical, though Langer does not say it, with a semiotically torqued Spinozistic amor intellectualis Dei. Langer never quite puts it this way, though her claim to be a sober naturalist points quite clearly in that direction and she makes no secret of her repudiation of the ‘supernatural’ world’s literal reality. 
The Symbolic Lessons of Myth


Langer begins her analysis of myth by contrasting it more explicitly with ritualistically informed religion. Myth for her culminates, after a distinctive development, in “permanent significant forms” (PNK 171). The focus on objects and acts in ritual, and the development of a complex sacramentalism, is matched by the development of myth. 
Ritual begins in motor attitudes, which, however personal, are at once externalized and so made public. Myth begins in fantasy, which may remain tacit for a long time; for the primary form of fantasy is the entirely subjective and private phenomenon of dream. (PNK 171).

At the same time Langer thinks that even in the most less developed stages of myth “the primitive story has some other than literal significance,” that is, that it has a symbolic, i.e., metaphorical, content (PNK 171). This is a firm and never repudiated principle of interpretation for Langer.

Langer’s analysis of myth is more value-dependent, perhaps, than her treatment of rite and sacrament, which could, in fact, be extended out to the rise of ‘political liturgies’ that mark the public order as a symbolic order. She speaks of some primitive forms of myths as being at “very low stage of human imagination” (PNK 172). There is, Langer thinks, a kind of displacement taking place in many ‘primitive’ myths, which are really ‘just’ fantasies, where inanimate and fantastic objects seem to act in ways amazingly human and accordingly ‘out of character.’ But, Langer notes, “the act is not really proper to its agent, but to someone its agent represents; and even the action in the story may merely represent the deeds of such a symbolized personality” (PNK 173). She thinks that many fantastic mythical narratives have a “psychological basis” and that in fact many of the most remarkable stories are fabrications “out of subjective symbols, not out of observed folkways and nature-ways” (PNK 173). Fairy stories are, in her opinion, probably “an older form than myth,” but myth is “not simply a higher development of the former” but rather a “thematic shift” takes place that separates the fairytale from the ‘true’ form of myth. The fairytale, Langer thinks, is essentially a form of “wishful thinking,” subject to a full explanation on Freudian terms, which show why such a form of thinking is “perennially attractive, yet never believed by adults even in the telling” (PNK 175).

This is not the case with myth, between which and the fairytale Langer is clearly drawing a sharp and problematic contrast. The hero of myth is not the hero of fairytale. Myth is taken with “religious seriousness,” oscillating between historic fact or “mystic” truth (PNK 175). The traditional myth is tragic, not utopian, Langer thinks, and mythic narratives have complex relations with one another, unlike, in her opinion, fairytales. Myths and fairytales have “fundamentally different functions” and are “put to quite different uses” (PNK 176). Myth is a “recognition of natural conflcts” rather than personal conflicts. Myth “presents, however metaphorically, a world-picture, an insight into life generally” (PNK 177). Different myths do the same sort of thing, with close family resemblances, and thus myths enter into close and systematic relations with one another. Thus, mythical figures “with the same poetic meaning are blended into one, and characters of quite separate origin enter into definite relations with each other” (PNK 177).  The mythical hero is “a subject greater than any individual” (PNK 177). It is what this hero symbolizes that is of importance. But the hero’s function in the myth, as opposed to the fairytale, is not to supply vicarious experience but an understanding of “actual experience” (PNK 177).  This is an important and substantial insight. While in individual cases there may be no clean dividing line between myth and fairytale, their semiotic logic is radically different. The pivotal turn is a changed relationship toward “realistic significance” (PNK 178). Fairytales, with their plethora of ghosts, bogeys, ogres, corpses, skulls, and hideous idols pass over into spook-religion. But, most importantly for Langer, these figures of fairytale are not cosmological figures. They are symbolizations of personal powers, fears, desires, and so forth, which are primarily social and indeed super-personal. The demon, for example, is the “envisagement of a vital factor in life; that is why he is projected into reality by the symbolism of religion” (PNK 179). 

What, then, really marks “the great step from fairytale to myth” (PNK 180)? It is the movement from the representation of social forces—“persons, customs, laws, traditions”—as the primary foci to cosmic forces. The “spontaneous metaphor of poetic fantasy” generates narratives of the relationships of an individual to nature and not just to society. Here nature itself supplies “permanent, obvious symbols” such as “the heavenly bodies, the changes of day and night, the seasons, and the tides” (PNK 180). It is the movement to a cosmic setting that is crucial. Gods and heroes, the agents in mythic fantasies, are interpreted as nature-symbols. How did this happen? Langer thinks that there is a transitional phase between the egocentric interest of folktale and the emergence of full-fledged nature-mythology, epitomized in the legend and its product, the “culture-hero” (PNK 181). It is the culture-hero who first mediates between fairytale and cosmological myth, for such a hero “interferes with the doings of nature rather than of men” (PNK 182). Thus, the fictional hero of legend is enhanced and exalted. The hero of fairytale is a “vehicle of human wishes” (PNK 185). The story-hero of fairytale overcomes personal opponents. The culture-hero of legend, standing in for Man, overcomes “the superior forces that threaten him” (PNK 185). The cosmic setting of these narratives with storm and night, deluge and death as foes and ordeals sets the task for the culture-hero: “His task is the control of nature—of earth and sky, vegetation, rivers, season—and the conquest of death” (PNK 185).

Consequently, “the culture-hero’s story furnishes symbols of a less personal encircling reality. The hero’s exploits are largely make-believe even to their inventors; but the forces that challenge him are apt to be taken seriously” (PNK 185). It is this movement to impersonal forces that marks the transition to a philosophically important mythic form of apprehension and expression. These nature symbols mean something beyond the often fantastic episodes or events in which they are expressed or embodied. 

Langer attempts to exemplify these theoretical points through a set of selected examples. These examples are not presented for their own sake but for their power to illustrate Langer’s hermeneutic and semiotic framework of analysis. It is not necessary to go into exact details here, for Langer’s main point is a theoretical one: that a natural object, with its various aspects and properties, can come to stand for something else. There is a sort of semiotic migration involved here. The moon, for example, can become a symbol of woman, as it does in the various roles played by the Hina figure in Polynesian mythology. “The moon, by reason of its spectacular changes, is a very expressive, adaptable, and striking symbol—far more so than the sun, with its simple career and unvarying form” (PNK 190). Be that as it may, given the rise of sun gods and its prelimning of the key symbol of monotheism, what Langer says about the semiotic fitness or aptness of the moon as a natural symbol is extraordinarily rich in its implications for an understanding of the symbolic mind. Because, as she says, of the uncanny power the human mind has in recognizing “symbolic forms” (PNK 191), it will fasten on regularities and “the most insistent repetitions” in nature as symbolic materials for the work of articulating a fundamental relationship to the world. 

The connection between Woman and the moon exemplifies this structure for Langer. Woman, she thinks, is for the primitive mind “one of the basic mysteries of nature” (PNK 191). The deep and intimate connection with life’s origins and its mysterious connection with sexual union turns woman into a potential “Great Mother, the symbol as well as the instrument of life” (PNK 191). But, because of the slowness of the waxing and waning of the female body it is itself hard to use as a symbol. In fact, we need something to symbolize it and all it itself could symbolize. As Langer puts it, “the actual process of human conception and gestation is too slow to exhibit a pattern for easy apprehension” (PNK 191). How does one, then, facilitate or even effect such an apprehension? One finds an appropriate symbol in order to think “coherently” about it. Such an appropriate symbol is the moon, a “natural symbol” of waxing and waning, these processes themselves being primary forms of manifestation of fertility, birth, and death. The moon in its phenomenal course telescopes and manifests a criterial feature of womanhood. Dream-symbolism, with its semiotic mechanism of condensation, does the same sort of thing. Presentational symbolism, no matter how ‘articulate’ and structured, is able to also condense a meaning-content in thick form. The moon not only becomes, on this reckoning, a presentational symbol of woman, but of the phases of life itself.
But just as life grows to completeness with every waxing phase, so in the waning period one can see the old moon take possession, gradually, of the brilliant parts; life is swallowed by death in a graphic process, and the swallowing monster was ancestor to the life that dies. The significance of the moon is irresistible. (PNK 192).

Indeed, it functions as a model of the great cycle of life and death. 


Langer rejects, rightly or wrongly is actually not the point here, the notion that nature-myths are “originally attempts to explain astronomical or meteorological events” (PNK 193). Nature-myths, she thinks, are concerned with figures that are felt to be more than human, superhuman, in fact, in the sense of a superman—“Mankind in a single human figure” (PNK 193). The superhuman hero, masculine or feminine, gets not only represented but presented in a natural symbol, without explicit personification. In Polynesian mythology the moon is not personified in the person of Hina. Rather Hina gets lunarized. The “savage,” as Langer puts it, sees Woman in the moon, not the moon in Woman. “… The lunar changes of light and form and place, nameless and difficult as mere empirical facts, acquire importance and obviousness from their analogy to human relations and functions: conceiving, bearing, loving, and hating, devouring and being devoured” (PNK 194). The moon is a particularly apt symbol here “because it can present so many phases of womanhood” (PNK 194). The richness therefore of a presentational symbol is a semiotic richness, a presentational power that emerges from the creative imagination’s attempt to find an appropriate form to mediate conception. 

The consciousness of a difference between the literal or metaphorical, or transferred, sense of a natural symbol does not occur to the ‘primitive’ or ‘savage’ mind, as Langer uses these terms. Only literal-mindedness raises the issue of belief and unbelief. Apollo, for the Greeks, was not the same Apollo for Milton. For the Greeks he was “one of the prime realities—the Sun, the God, the Spirit from which men received inspirations” (PNK 196). Apollo was not a figure of speech for the Greeks; he was a figure of thought, a way of apprehending the world in which there was no divide between figure and reality. Reality was apprehended in the figure. Apollo was a figured reality. Langer sees the great mythologies as taking on stability by being fixed in poetic form, but poetic form is by no means the point of origin of the great mythologies. “The ‘making’ of mythology by creative bards is only a metamorphosis of world-old and universal ideas” (PNK 198). These universal ideas are not “free invention for the sake of the story” (PNK 198). The Finnish Kalevala and the great Greek myths both have culture-heroes at their base who are transformed in their poetic embodiments. Speaking of the Rainbow Maiden Aino Langer writes:
Every nature mythology treats the rainbow as an elusive maiden, but it requires the thoughful formulation of poetry to see the rainbow’s ephemeral beauty in a girl too wayward and beautiful for her aged lover, to put the human story first and incorporate the heavenly phenomena merely in her symbolic name. Here is the beginning of that higher mythology wherein the world is essentially the stage for human life, the setting of the true epic, which is human and social. (PNK 200) 

The poetic frame supplies the “clarifying and unifying medium” for the elaboration of the original mythic impulse. Thus, the embodiment of mythology in poetry is “simply its perfected and final form,” which we tend to see as its ’true’ form by reason of myths standing out as full symbolic forms, with a distinctive structure. The danger, however, of considering myths as poetic inventions is that we downgrade their true value: they are not pure fictions but rather articulations of “the supreme concepts of life which they really represent, and by which men orient themselves religiously in the cosmos” (PNK 200). 


Langer summarizes main points and results of her reflections on ‘meaning after language’ in the following powerful paragraph.

It is a peculiar fact that every major advance in thinking, every epoch-making new insight, springs from a new type of symbolic transformation. A higher level of thought is primarily a new activity; its course is opened up by a new departure in semantic. The step from mere sign-using to symbol-using marked the crossing of the line between animal and man; this initiated the natural growth of language. The birth of symbolic gesture from emotional and practical movement probably begot the whole order of ritual, as well as the discursive mode of pantomime. The recognition of vague, vital meanings in physical forms—perhaps the first dawn of symbolism—gave us our idols, emblems, and totems; the primitive function of dream permits our first envisagement of events. The momentous discovery of nature-symbolism, of the pattern of life reflected in natural phenomena, produced the first universal insights. Every mode of thought is bestowed on us, like a gift, with some new principle of symbolic expression. It has a logical development, which is simply the exploitation of all the uses to which that symbolism lends itself. (PNK 201)
When its uses have been exhausted, however, any particular symbolism can be superseded by “some more powerful symbolic mode which opens new avenues of thought” (PNK 201). The embodiment of discursive rationality in science and the mathematical domain will be given, both at the end of PNK and of the third volume of Mind, a deep teleological significance and value.

Such a supersession has, however, happened in the case of myth, which reached its culmination in epic poetry, which is no discursive form. While it can embody general ideas in the sense of exhibiting them, since it is a prime example of presentational symbolism, “it does not lend itself to analytic and genuinely abstractive techniques” (PNK 201). The mythical mode is not a fit instrument for the abstraction and manipulation of pure concepts. So, natural religion, in its mythic mode or form, gets superseded by “by a discursive and more literal form of thought, namely philosophy” (PNK 201). This position on myth will be reprised and modified later in Mind. Indeed, the notion that a presentational form cannot engage in “analytic and genuinely abstractive techniques” is radically modified in Mind where it is the paradigmatic presentational form of art and its distinctive abstractive techniques that give us the heuristic key to mind. While language certainly for Langer will also be the pivotal semiotic tool that effects the great transition to humanness, Langer’s determination to avoid logocentrism and to validate art’s distinctive cognitive role is already prefigured here in PNK, indeed, it is one of its guiding motivations.

Langer describes language in PNK as “a stiff and conventional medium” when used in its literal capacity (PNK 201), that is, purely and resolutely discursively.  Language in its creative and generative phase operates by means of “some great and bewildering metaphor” (PNK 201) but it passes necessarily, in its discursive use, into a strictly analytical phase with its demand for precision, even if the demand, on Langer’s principles, cannot be satisfied. While myth is what Langer calls the “indispensable forerunner” of metaphysics, its inner trajectory is toward metaphysics, and hence toward its own dissolution. But what does Langer mean by ‘metaphysics’ here? Langer recapitulates in PNK the position of PP, namely that metaphysics is the “literal formulation of basic abstractions, on which our comprehension of sober facts is based” (PNK 201-202).  Literal thought, as Langer is using the term, depends on an antecedent presentation of experience. Literal analyses operate on really new ideas, presented non-literally, and such ideas “have their own modes of appearance in the unpredictable creative mind” (PNK 202). Poetic significance and factual reference are not the same. But once the conflict between fantasy and fact has been raised to full and explicit consciousness there is no going back. “There must be a rationalistic period from this point onward. Some day when the vision is totally rationalized, the ideas exploited and exhausted, there will be another vision, a new mythology” (PNK 202). This is a nuanced and complicated position, embroiled as it is with the seeming claim that there could be a metaphysics without metaphor. But if we attend to the findings of cognitive linguistics, it seems that we can never arrive at some sort of literal bedrock to our thinking. Metaphysics is itself a species of ‘vision,’ with both mythic and discursive dimensions.

Mythology, Langer asserts, as a passing phase in the evolution of human mentality, lives on in the epic, along with philosophy and science “and all the higher forms of thought” (PNK 203). The epic, however, while it may be filled with the content of the old myths, is a new symbolic form and “the first flower—or one of the first, let us say—of a new symbolic mode, the mode of art” (PNK 203). This new symbolic form is “ready to take meanings and express ideas that have had no vehicle before” (PNK 203). Langer is pointing here to a kind of internal history of symbolization.

What are these new ideas and in what sense can art be thought of as “our first, and perhaps our only, access” to them (PNK 203)? How are we to think of these ideas and what can function as our best clue to them, since art does not belong to the discursive realm, and hence its meanings and ideas cannot be ‘said,’ but only ‘shown’? In order to answer this question Langer devotes two rich chapters in PNK to the theme of ‘significance in music’ and ‘the genesis of artistic import.’ Because, however, Langer stated that FF  should really be considered a sequel or volume II of the aesthetic theory presented in its nucleus or kernel in PNK, I intend to treat her initial aesthetic theory in its PNK form as an essential prolegomenon to the full and mature theory elaborated in FF. This will enable us to see whether and how FF really is a coherent expansion of the key aesthetic insights and what it adds to the reflections presented in PNK where Langer is most concerned to establish the relations between, and relative autonomy of, the various symbolic forms that are the object of philosophical analysis: language, ritual, myth, art, and science.
Symbolic Prolegomena to a Theory of Art
We will focus our discussion on the following questions. 

· What is the heuristic value of the notion of ‘significance’ in music? 
· Why would we look to music as a paradigm case of artistic significance? 
· What is the relation between ‘significance’ and ‘artistic import’ as analytical categories? 
· And where does artistic import come from? 
It will become clear that Langer’s characterization of FF as in a sense part two or a sequel to PNK does not refer merely to the chapters devoted to art as a symbolic form. It refers, as we will see, to the philosophical insights and categories developed in PNK as a whole. 
First of all, then, what can a reflection on the problem of ‘significance’ in music tell us about how to think about art as a distinctive symbolic form? 

The reference to ‘significance’ is connected with Langer’s own continuous reflection on the notion both of art as a ‘significant form’ and of ‘significant form’ as the key to art itself, both descriptively and evaluatively. Langer’s approach to art is fundamentally ‘semiotic,’ in a way distinctive to her, and indeed without the terminological labyrinths of the Peircean analytical framework. It pivots around a central assertion: “great art is not a direct sensuous pleasure” (PNK 205). While there is no great art—indeed, no art at all—without sensuous symbolic embodiments, and while she supports, indeed validates, a psychological and even psychoanalytical approach to art, at least partially, Langer’s concern is to try to establish the semiotic autonomy of art. While she will certainly support the pleasure of artistic perception, such perception is not defined in terms of pleasure but in terms of significance, in a sense to be more and more determined. And while she will also clearly and unequivocally admit that art can emerge out of and reveal deep psychic conflicts, art is not defined by its points of origin or even its psychic motivations, real as they are with their hidden contents. The distinctiveness of artistic significance is not what the sensuous construct that is a work of art is about. It is not the ‘aboutness’ of the symbolic form of art that is determinative, but its ‘what-about-ness,’ its ‘mode of presentation’ and not fundamentally its presented ‘subject-matter.’ In this sense, which has to be carefully attend to, Langer’s approach to art is ‘formal.’
Langer, in PNK and FF, makes music a paradigm case for purely artistic meaning for three key reasons. It is, in its highest achievements, preëminently non-representational; its reality consists in nothing but tonal structures; its has no obvious literal content. Langer thinks there are really only three options available to us when we are trying to define music’s meaning. We can locate such meaning or significance either (a) in the musical effect evoked in the listener or (b) in the musical feeling expressed by the composer/performer or (c) in the articulated musical symbol itself. 
The first option has been a constant theme and temptation of philosophical analysis from the time of Plato’s severe critique of music and the poets. On this position the significance of music is to be found in its ability to affect the listener (and the performer, too) such that distinctive moods and forms of behavior are evoked or caused by the music’s various forms. This is a stimulus or causal theory, focussed on behavior and the evocation of inner states, which is meant to be the main point of music. Without denying that music has distinct and distinctive effects on people, which it would be hard to deny, Langer does not think there is any real evidence that music has a lasting effect on character. It certainly has transient effects and, in light of the human psychophysical constitution, it would be strange if it did not. But an emotional response, an affective response,  to a symbol, Langer thinks, is not the real meaning of such a symbol. The somatic (and psychological) influences seem, she says, to be a function of sound rather than of music as such. The belief in the affective power of music is not, however, absurd on its merits. C.P.E. Bach, son of the great J.S. Bach, himself endorsed such a position. “Since a musician cannot otherwise move people, but he be moved himself, so he must necessarily be able to induce in himself all those affects which he would arouse in his auditors; he conveys his feeling to them, and thus most readily moves them to sympathetic emotions” (PNK 215). Surely such an idea, perhaps purged of the notion of ‘inducing,’ has a certain validity and range of application.
The second option focusses on self-expression. Langer admits here, too, that there is an “undeniable connection of music with feeling,” a mystery all the more compounded by the fact that music is an “art without ostensible subject-matter” (PNK 216). The major obstacle to thinking of music as a form of self-expression is the ineluctable fact that ”the history of music has been a history of more and more integrated, disciplined, and articulated forms” (PNK 216) and “sheer self-expression requires no artistic form” (PNK 216). The emotional catharsis that would seemingly be attendant upon musical self-expression, Langer thinks, follows natural, not artistic laws. Musical self-expression, which certainly occurs, is not, however, even when based on the same piece of music, uniquely defined by it. To try to find the composer’s self-expressive intention runs into the undeniable fact of multiple interpretations—and indeed the wild swings of mood of a sonata make it difficult to think that a performing artist would be expressing himself, as he presently was, in playing any piece of music.
The significance of music, whatever it in conceptual detail ultimately turns out to be, Langer claims, is semantic, not symptomatic nor a causal stimulus. If music has an emotional content, she says, it has it the same way language has its conceptual content. It has it symbolically. This emotional content is “not usually derived from affects nor intended for them” (PNK 218). Music is neither the cause of nor the cure of feelings. It is, instead, their logical expression (PNK 218). Its logic makes it, however, incommensurable with language and also makes it incommensurable with other “presentational symbols like images, gestures, and rites” (PNK 218), although it, too, is a presentational symbol. Consequently, Langer thinks, rightly, that musical aesthetics will involve the whole logic of symbolism. Admitting that music does have a stimulus dimension as well as a symptomatic dimension, which in any case it would be hard to deny,  Langer wants to explore just how the significance of music can in some sense belong to it as a symbolic form, though not as a ‘language.’ The ‘aboutness’ of musical form is not the aboutness of language. There is an ‘ideational content’ embodied in the ‘language of tones,’ although it not transparent and certainly not wedded to any sort of ‘sound-painting.’ There is, as Langer says, an ”exposition of feeling” that belongs to characters on a stage, in an opera, or “fictitious characters in a ballad” (PNK 221). But the reference to exposition indicates that for Langer we are dealing not with actual feelings, possessed by performer or composer, but with knowledge of human feeling, which is symbolically embodied in the music itself and projected symbolically in it. 
The idea that music mediates knowledge, gives us knowledge, “is the most persistent, plausible, and interesting doctrine of meaning in music: (PNK 221). Langer cites a passage from Wagner that clearly articulates such a position.

What music expresses is eternal, infinite and ideal; it does not express the passion, love, or longing of such-and-such an individual on such-and-such an occasion, but passion, love or longing in itself, and this it presents in that unlimited variety of motivations, which is the exclusive and particular characteristic of music, foreign and inexpressible to any other language. (Wagner, Ein glücklicher Abend, reprinted by Gatz, in Musik-Aesthetik, from the Gazette Musicale, nos. 56-58 (1841), cited PNK 222).

The lesson of such a passage is that music is, first and foremost, representation and formulation, not self-expression. Musical forms are “logical pictures,” Langer claims, of emotions, moods, mental tensions and resolutions, the primary constituents of “sentient, responsive life” (PNK 222). Music has, therefore, heuristic power and value. It is a “source of insight, not a plea for sympathy” (PNK 222), even if such sympathy would flow from the achieved insight. So, we learn about the structures of our ‘interior life’ by encountering their formalized and distanced presentations in the musical symbols. 

Langer avails herself of Bullough’s famous notion of psychic distance to underline the anti-self-expression thrust of her position. Confronted with a piece of music the listener and the performer have as their respective tasks the grasping and making conceivable of a content. The content is resident in a symbol, it has been symbolized, and “what it invites is not emotional response, but insight. ‘Psychical distance’ is simply the experience of apprehending through a symbol what was not articulated before” (PNK 223). This content—bearing the life of feeling, impulse, and passion—is embodied in symbols that do not normally express this content. A new symbolic form must be constructed that is not existentially associated with this content as a symptom or index. Looking at music as a “symbolic form of some sort” turns the problem of music’s meaning or content into something to be investigated from the “purely logical standpoint” (PNK 225). 

This logical turn is a semiotic turn for Langer and it constitutes one of her central claims about music in particular and art in general. Langer’s claim is that representations in the presentational mode exhibit a logical form that they share with their objects. Musical figures, musical structures, she claims, “logically resemble certain dynamic patterns of human experience” (PNK 226).  Notice the reference is to ‘patterns.’ Langer in her discussion of music has recourse, once again, to the lessons of Gestalt psychology and what she considers its confirmation, in different terms, by the work of Jean D’Udine. Consider the pertinence of this pregnant passage from Köhler’s Gestalt Psychology:
Quite generally the inner processes, whether emotional or intellectual, show types of development which may be given names, usually applied to musical events, such as: crescendo and diminuendo, accelerando and ritardando. As these qualities occur in the world of acoustical experiences, they are found in the visual world too, and so they can express similar dynamic traits of inner life in directly observable activity…. To the increasing inner tempo and dynamical level there corresponds a crescendo and accelerando in visible movement. Of course, the same inner development may express itself acoustically, as in the accelerando and reforzando of speech. . . . Hesitation and lack of inner determination become visible . . . as ritardando of visible or audible behavior. . . (pp. 248-249, cited in PNK 226). 

Langer then cites a set of passages from D’Udine’’s L’art et le geste, saying that Köhler’s description is “just the inverse” of D’Udine’s description where music is treated as a kind of gesture, exemplified in the “mimic ‘dance’” of the conductor.

All the expressive gesticulations of the conductor is really a dance . . . all music is dancing. . . . All melody is a series of attitudes. . . Every feeling contributes, in effect, certain special gestures which reveal to us, bit by bit, the essential characteristic of Life: movement . . . . All living creatures are constantly consummating their own internal rhythm. (D’Udine, 6).

Special articulations of feeling always occur against this steady rhythmic background. They are rhythmic articulations themselves, emerging as breaks in the background rhythms, that give a specific vitality to the perceiving organism. It is Langer’s contention that “these rhythms are the prototypes of musical structures, for all art is but a projection of them from one domain of sense to another, a symbolic transformation” (PNK 227). Köhler’s use of the language of musical dynamics to model psychological phenomena and D’Udine’s use of movement itself as the prototype of vital forms as making all the arts a kind of dance rest, Langer says, on a formal analogy.  Moreover, Langer also agrees with von Hoeslin’s likening of drama, plastic art, thought, and feeling to music “by reason of the same analogy” (PNK 227). This analogy is based on music’s resting on the foundation of tensions and resolutions (PNK 227). These patterns, it is claimed, are “exemplified in all art, and also in all emotive responses” (PNK 227), von Hoeslin’s thesis that is both reported and supported by Langer. It is an exempification of formal properties shared by music and “the inner life” (PNK 228). Langer was never to abandon this position.

Logical form, in Langer’s own peculiar way of using this notion, which is fully consonant with its use in PP, is rooted in the further idea of similarity between music and subjective experience. Music is a symbolism endowed with certain properties that make it symbolically apt or fit for its specific task. Music as a tonal phenomenon satisfies “the purely structural requirements for a symbolism” (PNK 228). What are they? What properties do musical forms have?
(1) “they are composed of many separable items, easily produced, and easily combined in a great variety of ways”

(2) “in themselves they play no important practical role which would overshadow their semantic function”

(3) “they are readily distinguished, remembered, and repeated”

(4) “they have a remarkable tendency to modify each other’s characters in combination, as words do, by all serving each as a context” (PNK 229). 

Yet, Langer thinks, while music is a symbolism it is not a language—nor are any other art forms, for that matter. The tonal nature of music does not allow a strictly language-like structuring. Indeed, “the analogy between music and language breaks down if we carry it beyond the mere semantic function in general, which they are supposed to share” (PNK 232). But music has no fixed connotations, as language does.  It has no literal meaning. But we must not fall into the trap, Langer warns, of thinking that nothing can be known which cannot be named. The strength of musical expressiveness is found in music’s power to articulate forms that language cannot. There are many relations that language cannot set forth. “It is just because music has not the same terminology and pattern, that it lends itself to the revelation of non-scientific concepts” (PNK 233). It does not lend itself to any literal or exhaustive interpretation in any other terms than its own. Indeed, music itself is a constructive interpretation of experience which cannot itself be translated into another form. Music, on Langer’s most considered position, gives expression to the Unspeakable. Music functions according to a “semantic of vital and emotional facts” (PNK 235). Langer, therefore, will think of music as essentially, and in principle, more congruent with the forms of human feeling than language is. This gives it its revelatory power. It does not reveal, however, any specific content that can be necessarily or exhaustively named. “What music can actually reflect is only the morphology of feeling” (PNK 238). Opposite forms of feeling, in fact, can have a “very similar morphology” (PNK 238). This is one of the great paradoxes of musical form.
There is consequently a temptation, which has to be fiercely resisted, to see music as operating as a kind of abstract tonal algebra, with a kind of transparency attendant upon algebraic formulae. But music for Langer is no “high abstraction” (PNK 239). Musical tone has an unmistakably sensuous value, its effect has a vital value, and it has deep personal import. “Its message is not an immutable abstraction, a bare, unambiguous, fixed concept, as a lesson in the higher mathematics of feeling should be. It is always new, no matter how well or how long we have known it, or it loses its meaning; it is not transparent but iridescent. Its values crowd each other, its symbols are inexhaustible” (PNK 239). Its inexhaustibility comes from its lack of assigned connotation. It has connotation, but its import is never fixed, in spite of music’s power to articulate “emotive, vital, sentient experiences” (PNK 240). The power of music is due to its free forms that follow “inherent psychological laws of rightness” and to our interest “in possible articulations suggested entirely by the musical material” (PNK 240). Just as language “grows in meaning by a process of articulation, not in articulate forms by a process of preconceived expression” (PNK 240), so music, too, has articulation as its innermost life. Its telos is not assertion or expression of a preconceived musical meaning; its telos is articulation and expressiveness, not ‘expression.’ The significance of a music symbolic form is implicit, not conventionally fixed (PNK 241). Indeed, Langer goes on to call music an “unconsummated symbol” (PNK 240). The notion of an unconsummated symbol, that is, a symbol without a fixed, conventional significance, accounts for the ambiguity of program music. Nothing prevents us, she argues, from assigning specific moods or spheres to program music, but such procedures do not touch the real essence of music, “which is unconventionalized, unverbalized freedom of thought” (PNK 243). The real power of music, and its distinction from language’s power, is its ability to be ‘true’ to the life of feeling in a very different way. Langer thinks that in contrast to language, music has an intrinsic “ambivalence of content” (PNK 243). Indeed, music does not just have a content, it has “a transient play of contents. It can articulate feelings without becoming wedded to them” (PNK 244).
Langer’s discussion of music is extraordinarily rich and dense. The use of such terms as “sweet,” or “rich,” or “strident,” something we are all familiar with, is rooted in a kind of physical response to the physical character of a tone, transposed into metaphor. Key-changes can carry a new Weltgefühl with them. There is a kaleidoscopic play of meanings, “probably below the threshold of consciousness, certainly outside the pale of discursive thinking” (PNK 244). 
The imagination that responds to music is personal and associative and logical, tinged with affect, tinged with bodily rhythm, tinged with dream, but concerned with a wealth of formulations for its wealth of wordless knowledge, its whole knowledge of emotional and organic experience, of vital impulse, balance, conflict, the ways of living and dying and feeling. Because no assignment of meaning is conventional, none is permanent beyond the sound that passes; yet the brief association was a flash of understanding. (PNK 244)

The task of music is to “make things conceivable rather than store up propositions” (PNK 244). Music brings us the gift of insight, “a knowledge of ‘how feelings go’” (PNK 244). 


It is imperative, however, not to confuse the characteristics of the music with the emotions that they resemble. The auditory characters of music “merely sound the way moods feel” (Pratt, The Meaning of Music, p. 203, cited PNK 245). But symbol and feeling, while connected, are bound together not by a straightforward natural resemblance that would confuse the symbol with the thing symbolized. As long as music is thought of, and experienced, as an implicit, not explicit, symbolism the danger is there. “For until symbolic forms are consciously abstracted, they are regularly confused with the things they symbolize” (PNK 245), a ‘magical’ point of view. This is the mark of ’mythical consciousness,’ which operates with bound forms, where meaning is fundamentally implicit not explicit, unthematized, not thematized. Strangely enough, indeed paradoxically, Langer calls music “our myth of the inner life,” (PNK 245), which has not moved out of its ‘vegetative stage.’ This is a rather weird position, considering the deep and weighty importance that music plays in Langer’s thought and the actual history of music seems to contravene such a position. It is hard to think of the classical line through Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven as a vegetative stage or of the supreme achievement of J.S. Bach as being in such a position. But perhaps the statement is not meant to be negative—it is hard to imagine that it is—but rather to situate music as a non-discursive presentational form that articulates by showing and not by saying and in this way plumbing the depths of our inner life as a kind of secular life-symbol.

In Chapter IX of PNK Langer deals more generally with the “genesis of artistic import.” The problem here, as it was earlier, is just how ‘significance’ is related to ‘import,’ and further with the relation of this significance and import to external, even extraneous, models and themes, which function both as motivations and as objects. The point of origin of music was not endowed with the capacity to use already abstracted tonal qualities and forms. Music appears to have been rooted in a pre-musical period where work and ritual were subjected to the discipline of rhythm, a category that plays a central role in the work of John Dewey. These tonal forms were, in Langer’s view, not music but proto-musical elements, which get transformed.  During the course of a day’s work many sounds become fixed forms and they can become music because they are “intrinsically expressive” (PNK 248). “They have not only associative  value, but value as rhythms and intervals, exhibiting stress and release, progression, rise and fall, motion, limit, rest. It is in this musical capacity that they enter into art, not in their original capacity of signs, self-expressions, religious symbols, or parrot-like imitation of sounds” (PNK 248). We have to avoid both the genetic fallacy of reducing music to its origins or elevating “primitive emotional sounds, like bird-songs or the sing-song speech of sentimental persons, to the dignity of music. They are musical materials, but their unconscious use is not art” (PNK 249). 

The movement from practical demands to conventional development of forms is not at the beginning artistic in any thematic way. But not just musical forms, but architectural, ceramic, and pictorial forms also arise “casually” (PNK 249). Consequently, the finding of musical models and prototypes in the rhythmically structured sound and work environment is matched by the plastic arts’ finding natural models everywhere. The focus on natural models has both a benefit and a danger: it enables us, when molding clay or marking a figure in the sand with a finger, “to achieve organic unity in a design by making it represent something” (PNK 249). We see an object or figure ‘in’ the constructed form. This is a productive instance of ‘seeing-in.’ The ability to see geometric forms is an achievement, not something given in normal perceptual circumstances, where it is the simple forms, if any, that come first to view. To see a geometric form as worthy of attention in itself, as a sensible Gestalt,  requires “purely intellectual and original organization” (PNK 249). Natural objects, however, “carry a certain guarantee of unity and permanence, which lets us apprehend their forms, though these forms would be much too difficult to grasp as mere visual patterns without extraneous meaning” (PNK 249). Significant form is, then, at an early stage, wedded to natural models also in the realm of the plastic arts. “The profusion of natural models undoubtedly is responsible for the early development of plastic art” (PNK 249). 

The danger in such a facilitation of the discovery of artistic form, however, is that the visual arts can very easily become “model-bound” (PNK 249). The visual arts are not there to duplicate the world but to furnish an “abstractive vision” (PNK 250), a foregrounding of “pictorial interest” rather than interest in an object as merely given.  Langer admits the great temptation is toward naïve representationalism and a concern for accuracy of representation, with a value judgment about the worthiness of an object to be represented, and with a judgment about whether the constructed work gives pleasure or displeasure. Accuracy, worthiness of the object or ‘subject,’ pleasure and displeasure are, as Langer says, “based on standards which have nothing to do with art” (PNK 250). It is not an art work’s theme, nor its accuracy, nor the pleasurable fantasies evoked by an art work that determines the significance of an art work. The articulation of visual forms is the root of significance, making up a visual ‘melody.’ 
We see significance in things long before we know what we are seeing, and it takes some other interest, practical or emotional or superstitious, to make us produce an object which turns out to have expressive virtue as well. We cannot conceive significant form ex nihilo; we can only find it, and create something in its image; but because a man has seen the ‘significant form’ of the thing he copies, he will copy it with that emphasis, not by measure, but by the selective, interpretative power of his intelligent eye (PNK 251) 
This progression moves beyond any utilitarian focus; we move into a new state when we can see “the ‘dynamic’ laws of life, power, and rhythm” in forms upon which we are focussed. The artist in us—the artist, quite paradigmatically—sees things that cannot be named, “magical imports, rightness of line and mass,” and the artist’s hands “unwittingly express and even overdraw what he sees, and the product amazes and delights him and looks ‘beautiful’” (PNK 252). 

It is clear that, in spite of the focus of ‘pictorial interest’ as symbolic transformation, the visual arts have many natural models. But this is not the case with music. Referring to a set of classical positions in the philosophic tradition, namely the Platonic and the Aristotelian, with their differently valorized, but focally related, concerns with ‘copies’ and ‘imitations,’  Langer clearly sees that pictures’ reliance on visual models, drama’s dependence on prototypical action forms, and poetry’s dependence on ‘story’ or, I think, a ‘narrative’ logic, have no direct parallels in music. Music has to rely upon “the indirect support of two non-musical aids—rhythm, and words” (PNK 253). As to rhythms, they are “more fixed and stable, more definite than intonations” (PNK 253). Rhythms can be exemplified or embodied in multiple carriers, since it is “the same metric pattern, a general dynamic form, that may be sung, danced, clapped, or drummed” (PNK 254). Because of this, rhythms offer us “the first logical frame, the skeletal structure of the embryonic art of music” (PNK 254). As to words, they furnish the “most obvious tonal material,” rooted as they are in the human voice. “The adjustment of speech-impulses to the demands of rhythmic tonal figure is the natural source of all chanting, the beginning of vocal music” (PNK 254). There is a movement in music from “random verbiage first dictated by rhythmic figures and tonal demands” to poetic sense. The poetic line becomes the choral verse (PNK 254-255). Thus, “patterns of pitch follow patterns of word-emphasis, and melodic lines begin and end with propositional lines” (PNK 255).  Dance and song then are considered by Langer to be the two parents of music, a position she bases on a wide range of sources, copiously cited in her rich and illuminating footnotes.

How does music separate itself as an independent symbolic form from these two parents? What is the first independent “musical product” (PNK 255)? Langer thinks that it is the “air,” since such a musical form allows “any words in the proper metrical pattern” to be sung to them (PNK 255). In this way music can free itself both from word and from dance, from what she calls its poetic or terpsichorean scaffolding. It becomes a tonal dynamic form, “an expressive medium with a law and life of its own” (PNK 256), detached from its sources and roots in the real world. It is the detachment from a strict representational temptation that makes music distinctive. Comparing music and pictorial forms in terms of their abstractive nature, Langer says that “we can take the music and forget the dance far more easily than we can take a painting and forget what it portrays” (PNK 256). It is the freedom from object models that distinguishes music from painting. The artistic import of music is “easier to grasp” than that of “the older and more model-bound arts” (PNK 257). 

What, then, are painters, sculptors, and poets trying to express “through their depiction of objects and events” (PNK 257)? It is their artistic import. Plastic arts are defined by a semantic determined by “the play of lines, masses, colors, textures,” while the poetic arts pursue a semantic defined by “the play of images, the tension and release of ideas, the speed and arrest, ring and rhyme of words” (PNK 257). While avoiding premature and unnecessary dogmatism, Langer opines that all the arts have the same import: “the verbally ineffable, yet not inexpressible law of vital experience, the pattern of affective and sentient being” (PNK 257). Such a pattern is conceived as something formal, though not ‘merely’ formal. It is a real content of the art work, which is identical to a beautiful form, though ‘beauty’ plays scarcely a role in Langer’s reflections. It takes, it is clear, a special effort to both abstract from and to abstract to the artistic import of a non-musical work, but this effort on our part does not entail that music, in itself, is any higher on some scale than the other arts, in spite of Walter Pater’s dictum that “All art aspires to the condition of music” (The Renaissance, 1908, 1st ed. 1873, p 140, cited PNK 257).

In PNK Langer hesitates to say flat-out that the subject-matter of all the arts is the same. She thinks the problem-space opened up by such question cannot be answered within the analytical framework of PNK. Different artistic mediums may be more appropriate for the expression of many special regions. “The medium in which we naturally conceive our ideas may restrict them not only to certain forms but to certain fields, howbeit they all lie within the verbally accessible field of vital experience and qualitative thought” (PNK 258). The erotic emotions, as Langer puts it, may be more suited to musical expression, while “our physical orientation in the world—our intuitive awareness of mass and motion, restraint and autonomy, and all characteristic feeling that goes with it—is the preeminent subject-matter of the dance, or of sculpture, rather than (say) poetry” (PNK 258). This hint will be explored and developed and made one of the central themes of FF. 

Langer raises—and rejects—the possibility that the unity of the arts might be found, if not on the object side, on the side of the ‘aesthetic emotion,’ which would be common to all the arts and would consist in, on both the productive and receptive side, of the “comprehension of an unspoken idea” (PNK 259). But Langer does not accept any identification of ‘aesthetic emotion’ with ‘emotional content’ of an art work. The source of aesthetic emotion derives from, or emerges out of and alongside of, an intellectual triumph. The barriers of word-bound thought are breached and we achieve “insight into literally ‘unspeakable’ realities” (PNK 260). The emotive content goes beyond the intellectual level, it is deeper, “more essential, pre-rational, and vital, something of the life-rhythms we share with all growing, hungering, moving and fearing creatures: the ultimate realities themselves, the central facts of our brief, sentient existence” (PNK 260). Aesthetic pleasure, Langer thinks, does not stand apart in absolute distinction from the discovering of truth, but for her “truth is so intimately connected to symbolism that if we recognize two radically different types of symbolic expression we should logically look for two distinct meanings of truth” (PNK 260). These symbolic modes are both rational, and Langer rejects the dichotomy between objective truth and subjective truth just as strongly as she rejects the idea that the distinction between discursive and presentational symbols corresponds to the difference between literal and artistic meanings (PNK 260). Many only apparently presentational symbols—graphs, charts, maps—stand proxy for descriptions, indeed, could even be considered abbreviated descriptions. They certainly have expressive and logical power, but their content could be verbalized or put into discursive form, even if exceedingly clumsily. That is, their content is essentially translatable. But the symbols that make up art are, on Langer’s reckoning, untranslatable. ”Their sense is bound to the particular form which it has taken” (PNK 260), a sense which is always at its core implicit, having a surplus that remains after all discursive attempts to make it explicit have been exhausted. The verbal material of poetry, for example, and its literal import do not define it as an assertion. It is the mode, the way the assertion is made, that make poetry an artistic form, including the ”unifying, all-embracing artifice of rhythm” (PNK 261). Following up her musical analogy, Langer thinks of poetry’s literal sense as a kind of ‘harmonic structure,’ while word-melody, which plays a distinctive role in literature, especially poetic literature, “is more akin to tone-color in music” (PNK 261).

Developing further her fundamental idea that we cannot decompose a presentational form into independent signifying units according to the model of language, Langer thinks that the import of a drama, a painting, or a poem is a wholistic feature of their semiotic architecture. Even if the material of poetry is discursive, “the product—the artistic phenomenon—is not” (PNK 261). In the case of a poem, the significance, such as it is, resides in the poem as a semiotic totality. Sound and suggestion, statement and reticence, as Langer says, can never be supplanted by a translation. 

Following up the implications and significance of the great distinction between discursive and presentational forms, Langer goes further and asserts that in addition to these types of meanings there is another kind of meaning: “its form as such, as sensory phenomenon, has what I have called ‘implicit’ meaning, like rite or myth, but of a more catholic sort” (PNK 262). Langer uses Reid’s notion of “tertiary subject-matter,” something that is beyond Coleridge’s primary and secondary imagination. In the words of Reid, which Langer clearly accepts, “Tertiary subject-matter is subject-matter imaginatively experienced in the work of art . . . , something which cannot be apprehended apart from the work, though theoretically distinguishable from its expressiveness” (PNK 262). 

It is at this point that Langer brings up the issue of ‘artistic truth.’ This is, as she puts it, “the truth of a symbol to the forms of feeling—nameless forms, but recognizable when they appear in sensuous replica” (PNK 262). This kind of truth is not propositional truth. Falsity does not belong to the sphere of negation, as it does in propositional contexts. Rather, falsity refers to a “complicated failing,” to inexpressiveness, to an inadequateness to the “ideas they embody” (PNK 262). The severe consequences attendant upon error in the factual domain are not present in the artistic domain. “Art, on the other hand, has no consequences; it gives form to something that is simply there, as the intuitive organizing functions of sense give form to objects and spaces, colors and sound” (PNK 263). Langer thinks that art gives us “’knowledge by acquaintance’ of affective experience” (PNK 263). This is something below the level of belief. It belongs on the “deeper level of insight and attitude” (PNK 263). It avails itself of more or less adequate images, which Langer considers “the primitive symbols of ‘things’” (PNK 263). Here we see a real continuity between her analysis of the logic of presentational forms and their rootedness in the imaginative transformations of perception and art. The artistic image contains an ‘idea,’ the understanding of which is “more like having a new experience than like entertaining a proposition” (PNK 263). Langer further holds that the work—and its understanding, too—may be adequate “to some degree” (PNK 263). Although the artistic work has no literal truth, and so lacks this measure with its absoluteness, its artistic truth is really its significance, expressiveness, articulateness, which have degrees. Rather than being literally true or false, art works are good or bad and “each must be judged on our experience of its revelations” (PNK 263). But there is no “immutable law of artistic adequacy, because significance is always for a mind as well as of a form” (PNK 263). The perception of form, of a Gestalt, goes before the grasp of implicit meaning, and is itself dependent upon a certain familiarity, upon a trained and ready mind. Unfamiliarity of form leads to incomprehension. Creative artists, therefore, who are very often form-breakers, frequently are not accepted because their audiences do not have the proper mental versatility. This versatility is the conditio sine qua non, even if not fully sufficient, for grasping novel currents and creations in the artistic realm. The experienced mind can perhaps read the signs of novelty even if it is not quite adequate to confidently grasping or validating them. Aesthetic perception and judgment, then, are essentially open, without a greatest upper bound.

Langer also thinks that the artistic forms that are given to us are also “inexhaustible” (PNK 264). By this she means that we can, after we have exhausted the resources of a particular form or style, still produce another novel work. Indeed, beauty can be seen by “very catholic minds” in many different styles, a phenomenon perhaps easiest in music with its freedom from literal references. For, as Langer puts it, “the worst enemy of artistic judgment is literal judgment” (PNK 264). The temptation in artistic perception is haste, premature judgment, rooted in hastiness of attention. Artistic, mythical, or sacred import are missed because of a blindedness rooted in the “glaring evidence of familiar things” (PNK 265). Langer comes close in such a comment to the fundamental idea that the function of art is a defamiliarization of the ordinary, a “making strange,” that was foregrounded by the Russian and Prague School of aesthetics. It is the singular function and power of presentational forms to break the bounds of language’s claim to be the “last limits of experience” (PNK 265). Langer remains true to her central insight that “things inaccessible to language may have their own forms of conception, that is to say, their own symbolic devices” (PNK 265). Music’s significance is undergirded by such symbolic devices, which are “charged with logical possibiities of meaning” (PNK 265). The recognition of such logical possibilities leads philosophical reflection “to the point of including not only the semantics of science, but a serious philosophy of art” (PNK 265) in its domain.

It is this serious philosophy that Langer, building upon the insights of PNK, will develop, with nuance, detail, and conceptual vigor in what is perhaps her most substantial and lasting work, Feeling and Form. This work, of startling consistency and provocative scope, will be the focus of our discussion in the next two chapters.
