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Studies on syntactic priming have shown priming effects for the attachment of relative 

clauses to either an initial or modifier noun of a complex noun phrase (e.g., Desmet & 

Declerck, 2006) and cross-domain priming between arithmetic and language (Scheepers et al., 

in press). These effects cannot be explained by priming on the level of syntactic rule 

representations, and thus suggest a more general level of priming. In the present study we link 

this more general level of syntactic processing to the theory of Shared Syntactic Integration 

Resource Hypothesis (Patel 2003) which proposes that the structural integration of a melodic 

or linguistic sequence is expressed as a domain-general process with limited resources. If such 

a process of structural integration can account for the recent findings in syntactic priming, and 

if music and language share the same structural integration processing, a form of syntactic 

priming should also be found between these domains.  

 

Experiment 1 indeed provided evidence for cross-domain priming between language 

and music. Participants first listened to melodies consisting of eight notes. The fourth note 

always came from a different harmonic domain than the first three notes, thereby creating a 

perceptual transition (otherwise note 4 would sound false). In the high-attachment (HA) 

condition, there was a transition back to the initial harmonic domain on note 7; similar to a 

high-attachment sentence, this sequence had an initial part, a middle part, and an ending that 

is related to the initial part (Figure 1). In the low-attachment (LA) condition, there was only 

an initial part and a second part. After hearing these melodies, the participants performed a 

small melody recognition task to keep up attention during the melodies, and then completed a 

sentence fragment.  

 

Participants were more likely to complete fragments with high attachment after high 

attachment prime melodies, an effect of 7% (Z= 2.07 , p = 0.04). This new effect of music-to-

language priming can be interpreted as a clear effect of cross-domain syntactic priming based 

on syntactic integration processes.  

 

I changed  the lights         of the room              that were broken 

I changed the lights         of the room               that was spacious       

 

HA 

 

 

 

LA 
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One might argue that such effects do not reflect syntactic integration processes but rather a 

more general chunking process that would also occur in prosodic processing. To test this 

possibility, we conducted a further experiment in which we primed with double object and 

prepositional object dative sentences and with speech-modified versions of these sentences 

that preserved the prosodic contours but rendered the words unintelligible (see Figure 2 for 

the waveforms of the original sentence [top] and the speech-modified version [bottom]; audio 

examples for both experiments can be found at http://users.ugent.be/~rhartsui/SupMat.html) . 

To maintain attention with the task, participants in the latter condition performed a cover task 

of deciding whether two modified sentences were identical or not. There was a clear priming 

effect when the words were intelligible (Z = 2.61, p < .01). However, when only the prosody 

was maintained there was no effect (Z = -0.04, p = .97). 

 

 
Figure 2. Example of the prosodic alternation. Above you see the normal speech pattern of a bitransitive 

description. The tone of this speech pattern is alternated very frequently over time, thus leading to an 

inflation of the speech traces, leading to a sound pattern with the same intonation, stresses and pauses, but 

sounding like a monotone mumbling.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our results argue for shared syntactic integration processes between music and language. These 

processes can not be reduced to a form of chunking also obtained from prosody. 
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