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In a discussion of the sound vaiues in Richard Wilbur's poem, “Lavé'

Calls Us to the Things of This World," May Swenson notes the predominance

the first half of the poem and the vowel sound (A) and consonant (k) in

the second half. She says, ﬁTha lower part of the péem takes on a darker,

pitched, lighter, more fluid." Wilbur responds to Miss Swenson in the
symposium on his poem by saying that he finds her remarks on sound "extremely
interesting" and that while ﬁmast poets would not be conscious of selecting
i-sounds or e-sounds in composing a particular passage," still he is "sure
thatrane's feeling of 'rightness' in a developing poem must often depend
on the hélfagéneiaus achievement of appropriate véwelsandiGQESQnant color.”
Having said this much, both feel constrained to say more. DMisa Swenson:
"The resp@ﬁse to sound in a poem is so subjective that-it has not as muéh '
value fa: anéiygis aé does image . . . ; These aonic impressions I believél
to be too personal to carry any but secondary imﬁértanég far.thé intef?retaticg
of -eontent, although thgy sharpen my total appreciation.”™ And Wilbur agreéé
that "what sounds are appropriate to what ideas" is "a relatively subjective

matter;ﬁl

et



It is as though Miss Swenson and Mr. Wilbur are aware they are on
unsure ground and must retreat from their tentative advances. Suréiy
there is hardly any topic more replete with pitfalls than that of phonetic

symbolism. Professor Breen's chapter on the subject in Literature as

poets, alternately tantalized and skeptical;g. The tendency of many writers
about poetry has been to ignore or dismiss the possibilities of phonetic
symboliam entirely.3 Several have treatéé of meter and rhythm in relation
- to sense in ways that would have profited from considering the canfributiaas
of phonetic symbﬁlism;4
As part of our continuing interest in conferring upon a poem its
status as speech event, and h@Péfﬂll?!kaépiﬁg my own balance, I should like
first to explore three praminent theories that aseribe meaning to vocal
utierance and then attempt to show, as one example, hgw a renowned commentator
The three theories are the two imitative theories, namely, the onoma-
topoeic and the gestural, and the theory of synaesthesia. Brown, Black, ana
Horowitz summarize the two imitative theories: |

The onomatopoeia theory holds that voeal
gound can suggest nonvoeal sound. The

tour described by articulatory muscles
¢can suggest mgti@n and contour in the ex-
ternal world.-
The theory of synaesthesia suggests that significance can derive from
voeal sound acting on the other senses thraﬁgh the sense of héariﬁg-
There is, first of all, little doubt that some of the sounds of language
do imitate nonvocal sound, that they are anaiaﬁapaeic, “hiséﬁ" “mqﬁrur,“

O "euckoo," for example. That such w@:ds_gftén play an important part in.




poetry is obvious. We need only cite such verses aé Dryden's "The trumpet's
loud clangour exeites us to arms," Poe's "Tintinabulation of the bells, "
Miltonts "Bru%% with the hiss of rustling wings."

In dealing with sound imitation in poetry, Wellek and Warren distinguish
from cnomatopoeia in individual words another kind which might be called
"collective onomatopoeia,” They refer to

elaborate sgundapain%ing, the reproduetion
of natural sounds through speeghes@uﬁﬁs in
context where words, in themselves quite

devoid of onomatopoeic effects, gill be
drawn into a sound pattern . . .

Such an imitative effect is gained from the word “iﬂzumﬁerableﬁ in the
Teanyson line, ﬁthe m£rmuriﬂg of innumerable Eeesi"7 The word itself may
have no imitafive origin or intent, but ithérves such a funection in
the sound é@ntext of the line.
| The second imitative theory, thé "gestural" theory, goes beyond aheerr
sound imitation and suggests that the organs of speech in the process of making
sounds imitate the contour and motion of the external world. Such words ag
1;£; Vzgggﬁlé," "scoop," Mooze" may be examples. No sound is imitated, except
perhaps in "bubble," but, rﬁther, the organs of speech imitat% 2n external
shzpe or moticn. Browning's line, "Neath our feet broke the brittle bright
stubble 1153 chaff" involves a gestgral imitatiagbaf a described action;
the effect is not due sheerly to alliteration, but to the E%EY plosive
utterances, which are physiaal,caﬁnter;arts to the sense of the line,
especially noteworthy in "brittle" and "stubble."
Thirdly, the theory of synaesthesia holds that sound falling onm the
ear will arouse certain meanings associated with the other sezses;g "Shirmer"
and "glitter" are examples here. Wellek and Wérrgn‘rgfér to this.phenémen@n ,

when they treat of "sound-symbolism gr'séugd:métaﬁhari“g,.Ihéy cite -




Albert Wellek's study which proved by acoustic experiments that front,
unrounded vowels like (ex) and ( }) are associated with "thin, quick, clear,
and bright objects" while back, rounded vowels like (oV) aud () are

10 What is referred

associated with "clumsy, slow, dull, and dark objects."
to here is the effect of the vowels rather than the manner in which they
are produced. The sheer sound of the different vowels to the ear has a
»"meaﬁi:zg" as interpreted by the other genses, particularly the senses of sight -
and touch.
The following brief poetic excerpts can be considered for the effect

of the predominant vowel sounds in the accented syllables of each. In
"The Heavy Bear Who Goes With Me," Delmore Schwartz speaks of the "inescapable
animal" body who

Moves where I move, distorting my gesture,

A caricature, a swollen shadow, 11

A stupid clown of the spirit's motive. ™
These lines utilize in several of the accented syllables the back vowels
(4), "moves," "move," "stupid"; (0U), "swollen," "motive"; (3 ), "distorting";
and (v, "clown." The vowel sounds here may be perceived to convey some
of the clumsiness, dullness, slowness, and berhaps darkmeas of %the heavy
bear." On the uther hand, ‘Richard Wilbur, in capturing the action of the
"Juggler," -lets chiefly the lighter front vowels play upon our ears, and
2 corresponding suggestive effect on the other senses can be noted:

: . Whee, in the air

The balls roll round, wheel on his wheeling hands,

Learning the ways of lightness, alter to spheres

Grazing his finger ends, e

Cling to their courses there, 12

Swinging a small heatan, about his eara.”™ ™
0f course, Vthe'ré are other factors in both these passages. The sense and

rhythm have much to do with the contrasting effect in each. But the ( 2_ ) |




in "Whee," "wheel," “wﬁggiigg;“ the (I) in "spheres," "finger," "cling,"
"swinging," and "ears," the d;p}h::ng &) in "lightness," the (%) in
"ways," and “grazing," the (£) in "ends," "heaven," "air" and "thgrét," all
front vowels, may have an effect on the other senses through the ear of
quickness, clearness, and perhaps brightneség_ -

The suggestive character of thisg synaesthesia of vocal sound cannot,
of course, be analyzed too lite;glly or precisely. It remains at best
cuzgestive, but one need not 1§aklfar the universal appliecation of the effect
nor for one=to-one relationships between scund and other imagery. If voecal
~sound in some way interconnects with ﬁhé other senses and suggests a "meaning"
in those modalities, it has a place in the appreeiation of poetry.

- These then are the three general theories of sound significance, the
oncmatopoeic, the gestural, and syﬁaésthésia, the intere@nnéctiaa of the
senses. One is tempted to posit a fourth that the others do not quite cover.
For what is one to say of the éffeét on the reader who pronounces the |
following lines aloud?

My heart aches, andéa drowsy numbness pains

My sense, as though of hemlock T had drunk,

Or emptied some dull ¢piate to the drains

One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk:

The profusion of nasal sounds makes for a kind of droning, soporific effect
on the ear that tends to dull the senses. But it is not only an effect
gained through the ear. The continuous resonance called for Eyvthe nssals,
plus the pervasive oral and laryngeal vibration of the (z) sounds, the
algcst Physical "numbing" of the lips through erdless repétitiaﬂs of
bilabials (m) (p) (w), induces a direect, physical lulling such as one might
exXperience on a gently vibrating céu#eh__'ihisris o mere imitatics‘af
exteraél s;ﬁaﬂs or motions or comtours, nor is it the*efiéetiéf S§naesthesia.

-8 this is ordinarily understood. Yet is is an effect, a "meaning" of e




the sound of the poem that is relevant to the "sense." It has in common
with syﬁéesthesia that it is an influence on the @tﬁer éegsaé- It has |
in comson with the gestural that it is based on the movement of the voecal
organs. But it is not an effect of saﬁnd on the ear as such, nor is it
imitative. 1t seems largely a kinesthetice effect, deriving from awareness
of muscle tension and relaxation.

Such factors, onamatégia; gesture, syﬁa&éthésia, kinaesthesia, have
commonly been overlooked, afteﬁ times underestimated, and sometimes ridiculed,
in the treatment.of poetry. And while it is appropriate to ridicule an
extreme position on this issue, it is ﬁell to recognize such factors of
poetic utterance when they are really in play.

Let nme naw'turn, therefore, to one example of a poetic passage in
which a master has been at work in the_utilizatian of such elements and
a famous gri%ic; in treating of the passage, has missed almost the entire
paini_ The passage is from Alexander Pope's Odyssey, and Samuel Johnsen
considers it in his biography of Pope.

Dr. Johnson, of course, ﬁas greaﬁ respect for meter and rhythm in
paétry. What he objects to is the idea of "fePrESEEtatiVE meter,” that the
motion and duration of a pPassage can be attributed to the peculiar adaptation
of its rhyihmic sound to its sense. Johnson indicates that motion and é
duration are hard to suggest in:cur iaﬂguage because theré.is little flexi-
bility in the rhythm. He then considers the Pope examples

Motion, however, may be in some sort examplified; -
-and yet it may be suspected that even in such resem-
blances the mind often governs the ear, and the sounds
are estimated by their meaning. One of the most
successful a2ttempts has been to describe the labour

of Sisyphus:




-

With many a weary step, and many a &roan,
Up a high hill he heaves a huge round atones
The huge ¥Found stone, resulting with a b:iund
Thunders impetuous down, and smoaks along the ground.
Who does not perceive the stone to move slowly upward,
and roll violently back? But set the same numbers to
another genseg
Vhile many a merry tale, and many a song, .
Chear'd the rough road, we wish'd the rough road long.
The rough road then, retur:ung in a round,
Moek'd our :anatlent steps, for all was fa;ry ground.

We have now s;i%ely lost much of the delay, and muc_-h of
the rapidity.

Dr. Johnscn's great authority and common sense, pl’u,é the care he has taken -
t0 compose some lines of his own, seemg to have won a major point. But it
shall be worthwhile to take a closer look at what he and Pope have done.

Johnson assumes that Pope's effect is conveyed mainly by the sense
rather than the rhythm. He therefore contrives a composition of his own
with the same rhythm and a different sense to show that a different motion
and duration will be perceived that can then only be attributable to the
sense. Johnson is correct in noting that the effect.— of Pope's lines is not
alone attributable to the rhythm, but the effect is not due solely to the
sense either. He overlcoks the durational factors and éuality -©f motion
derived from the phonetic characteristics of the Passage.

The dreamatic effect of Pope's second line, for example, is due to
the great effort expended in repeating the five (n) sounds. Hardly any
sound of the language requires more breath, and therefore more effort, te
produce than this because the only sound is that of air rushing through
partially clased_ v@c;al cords, - ‘I‘hare is no "vsice" in the Scﬂmd anly breath,

axzd g:ya::é who has any breath deft at the end cf this 1,.;15 has a good "wz:ncl" 7

supply and strong stomach mscles. It mig:at alse be nated that tb.e scm&
Q . : .




of "pat;ting" when we are physically exhausted ig e;-:aetly the repetition of
this (h) sound. In addition, Pope's line containsg six long vowel sounds,
the longz vowel (Ii ) in "he" and "heaves," the ‘three nilphthﬂm's (always
comparatively long because they are m;smpéged of two vowel sounds), EI ),
&%), and (01 in "Qigh " "round," and "stone," and the consonant~vowel
glide E}ﬁ) in "huge." Johnson's second line, on the other hand, containg
no (h) sounds and only twr;s:lc:ng vmqéls, theA(ﬁls’) in "road" twice.

| Four other features of this Same line by Pope shculd be mentioned: the
gesturally imitative high froal vowels of "high hill he heaves," ‘the imitative
Lip rounding in "huge round stone," the Suggestion through synaesthesia of
elunsiness and slowness in. ‘the back vowels of this last phrase (repeated
in the next line) and the kinaesthetic difficulty of uttering the two con-
sonant sounds (v) and (z) in "heaves" and the affricate 043) in "huge."

The efféct in>PQPE'S line of great and lengthy effart is achieved by
using many elements of gestural 1m;taﬁ1¢n, synaesthesia, and kKinaesthesia
that are indicative of the meaning. The total effeet is not only of slow
motion but of effortful motion, and even the Thythm of the line is not only
& question of the "numbers" or meter but of the kinds and combinations of
consonant and vowel sounds.

In Pope's last two lines it does not seem to be a matter so much of
Egeei, as Dr. Johnson Says, as of a great, unleashed weigh£- The somewhat
onomatopoeic "thundergh with its res&napt;ng (n) cut short by the plosive
(d) cannot be compared with the lc:mger "moek'd our." ' Also there is both
& greater harshness by synaesthesla to the ear and a greater kinaesthetic

ffort and release in utteranee with the fif) in "impgggpﬁsﬁ than with the

{}f) in "1mpatzent‘" In add;t;an, the consistently baek,“réundei %gwels



in the accented syllables of "smoaks along the ground" can suggest a clumsy,
dark, heavy object aﬁé'W§u1d in no way assoeciate with the lighter "fairyw
of jahzsai?s line. The total effect of a giant, lurching force in Pope's
last two lines is carried to a naficeable degree by these mimetic and
associational’ elements.

The effect of Pope's lines, which Johnsen at first aclmowledges, is
achieved in ways of which Johnson does not seem tavbé aware since he
attributes the effect almost exclusively to sense. ‘Eis own lines have
transformed not only +he sense but the géstu;-ed speech and sound of Pope's
lines. Johnson wc-uld pi"iﬁte;t« that in his own lines he has kept the
rhythm, whigh is true as to the degree of accent requirea, but not as te
the duration and effort of pronouncing the syllables. To sum up,ljahnsan's
¢pinion that "the mind often governs the ear, and the sounds are és£imated
by their meaning" does not hold up anywhere near as well as he has presumed
(even on the very battlegraunivéf the poem he has chosen to demonstrate his
point).

Dr. Johnson, of course, is not the last oF only advocate of such an
cpinion. VWhen William Empson puts it simply "that very similar devices
of sound may correspond effegfively to very different meanings,“lg we know
that it is not quite so simple or clear a case as that. May Swenson can
trust her sonic impressions more than she thought., And as for Wilbur,
he can trust his too, but we certainly would not press him to be self-
conseious about it in composing his next poem.

The purpose of this paper is to suggest tﬁat the oral iﬁterpreter
should listen far and aﬁﬁémpt to experience badily, values and eharagteristlcs

of w téramée 1n & pcem, aﬁd w1thaut be;ng dagmatle or abgalute, can justifiably

demonstrate and assert t@;athers such values Ehé@'théy g;pear-‘j
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It seems safe to say that oral interpretation is the best approach
to appreciating such values in poetry even if one is not precisely aware
of why the words as spoken have the effects they do. Reading aloud tends
to enforce the onomatopoeic and gestural imitating, the auditory perception
of visual and tactile imagery through synaesthesia, and the kinesthetie
perception of resonance, tension, and relaxation. The poem as a physical
act of speech is, among other things, the-poem oral inte:pretatian can help

discover and appreciate.
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