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Sites of Sound

Bruce Johnson

Historians of the city concur that the nineteenth century was a particularly incandescent 
moment in urban development, both in terms of material and perceptual space (Morris and 
Rodger 1993b:1):

Between 1820 and 1914 the economy and society of Britain became more extensively and 

intensively urbanized than ever before. Not only was the rate at which people became 

concentrated in relatively large, dense and complex settlements greater than it has been before or 

since,  but fundamental changes also took place within and between towns and in the relationship 

of urban places to British society as a whole.

Through both internal migration and national increase (from nine million in 1801 to 36 million 
by 1911), by  the end of the nineteenth century  the urban population in England and Wales had 
grown from 33.8 percent of the total in 1801 to 78.9 percent by 1911, with the biggest  growth 
rates between 1821 and 1881 (Williams 1973:217; Morris and Rodger 1993b:3). There are of 
course various ways of defining “urban,” but some raw figures are sufficiently eloquent for 
present purposes. “In 1801 only London contained more than one million people—still well over 
eleven times the size of its nearest rival, Liverpool. By 1861 there were sixteen places already in 
the 100,000-plus category, and by  1911, there were forty-two” (Morris and Rodger 1993b:2). 
Reflecting the connection between urbanization and industrialization, the greatest rate of urban 
expansion was to be found in manufacturing towns, particularly  those in the north including 
Manchester, Leeds, Bradford, Birmingham, and Liverpool, increasing in size by up  to 40 percent 
in a decade (Williams 1973:220). These converging forces in nineteenth-century urbanization 
clearly  suggest complicity  with the consolidation of class divisions associated with capitalism, 
the confrontations between a dominant bourgeoisie and the working class. The growing 
conurbation was also “a site of class formation” (Morris and Rodger 1993b:26).

Apart from manual labor in factories, the new infrastructural services required staffing. 
Professional and trade specializations proliferated, and the distinction between what we would 
now call blue- and white-collar labor was sharpened. The massive information networks and 
technologies generated by the nineteenth-century city led to an explosion of bureaucratic 
workers, particularly in economic sectors like banks, insurance, real estate, and commerce 
(Williams 1973:147-48). These included clerks, accountants, scriveners, and, increasingly  from 
the 1870s, personnel to operate new or developing information technologies including 
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telephonists and stenographers using dictaphones and typewriters. By  1910, the clerical 
profession in England, including 124,000 women, was “one of the most rapidly expanding 
occupational groups” (Carey 1992:58). Thus, while the uppermost tiers of management could 
choose to live in bucolic isolation, there were nonetheless also class demarcations traversing the 
“urban masses,” all the more strident  because of physical propinquity. The labor force sustaining 
urban industrialized capitalism did not constitute a single homogeneous urban mass in 
contradistinction to “management,” but was itself differentiated into various layers characterized 
by various degrees of self-consciousness and forms of social practice.

These demarcations manifested themselves geographically, socioeconomically, and in 
terms of the urban imaginary, that  is, the way  in which various sections of the urban population 
imagined, enacted, and represented themselves. As cities expanded and responded to forces of 
industrial production, they also segmented into class-based residential precincts. This 
disintegration of the growing city was noted by Engels in 1844 when he visited Manchester 
(Engels 1971:54):

Owing to the curious lay-out of the town it is quite possible for someone to live for years in 

Manchester and to travel daily to and from his work without ever seeing a working-class quarter or 

coming into contact with an artisan . .  . mainly because the working-class districts and the middle-

class districts are quite distinct. The division is due partly to deliberate policy and partly to 

instinctive and tacit agreement between the two social groups.

The outward growth of the suburbs was one site of these distinctions, providing a space in which 
the bourgeoisie could distinguish themselves from the world of work and the lower orders. These 
rapid changes thus transformed urban geography in ways other than simple expansion, in 
particular by a fragmentation of space. F. M. L. Thompson cites nineteenth-century complaints 
that (1993:151):

the alarming rapidity with which they turned pleasant fields into muddy, rutted building sites, the 

confusion of hundreds of building operations going on simultaneously without any discernible 

design, the impression that little schemes were starting up everywhere at once and were never 

being finished, were in themselves frightening portents of disorder and chaos.

The Manchester of Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton is a city of “many half-finished 
streets” (1996:14), and, looking back from the early twentieth century, H. G. Wells’ account of 
the expansion since the mid-eighteenth century  of a thinly disguised southern London suburb, 
Bromley, encapsulates the process like a time-lapse photograph (1946:37):

The outskirts of Bromstead were a maze of exploitation roads that led nowhere . . . a multitude of 

uncoördinated fresh starts, each more sweeping and destructive than the last, and none of them 

ever really worked out to a ripe and satisfactory completion. . .  . It was a sort of progress that had 

bolted; it was change out of hand, and going at an unprecedented pace nowhere in particular. 
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Revisiting it in what would have been 1910, Wells’ narrator reported it “as unfinished as ever; 
the builders’ roads still run out and end in mid-field in their old fashion; the various enterprises 
jumble in the same contradiction” (38). The infrastructural developments that  enabled this 
chaotic expansion of urban space, and intended to hold it coherently  together, ironically in 
practice also exacerbated the sense of labyrinthine disorder. Proliferating road, rail, and other 
transport systems imposed new grids, led to demolition and the formation of adjacent slum 
precincts that absorbed displaced communities, and segmented the urban space into mutually 
impenetrable components. In 1851 Hastings was a town of 17,000, but cheap rail fares produced 
a building boom in the 1860s. When Thomas Carlyle rented a local house he experienced “dust, 
noise, squalor, and the universal tearing and digging as if of gigantic human swine, not finding 
any worms or roots that would be useful to them” (cited in Harker 2003:11; italics in source). 
The older and smaller conurbation, which could be comprehended as a coherent unit as a 
“walking city,” was transformed into the “tracked city,” up  to thirty  miles in radius, in which the 
episodic and discrete movements of commuters traversed and disrupted the former pedestrian 
dynamic (Kellett  1993:182; Cannadine 1993:116). Railway systems, arguably  “the most 
important single influence on the spatial arrangement in the Victorian city” (Morris and Rodger 
1993b:22), contributed massively to the growing indecipherability of urban space. Apart from 
further darkening an already heavily  polluted atmosphere with their emissions, their multiple 
tracks and marshaling yards displaced prior occupation (in both senses), presented uncrossable 
barriers between and within hitherto contiguous and unified districts, completely reorienting 
local geography and changing focal points in ways that only  a bird’s eye view could make sense 
of. An account from 1873 observed of the railway  network in south London (cited in Kellett 
1993:189):

There is such a network of rails I do not think there is any one person in England .  . . who knows 

what the different lines are. They run in such innumerable directions, and engines are passing 

along them at such angles at various speeds, and with so much complication, that I do not think 

anybody who did not know that they will all be arranged safely but would suppose that they must 

all come to a general convergence and wreck, and that it will be the end of them all.1

The railway became one of the major influences on the “darkening” of the literary as well as the 
literal city as it “blackened,” “distorted,” and choked “the murky distance,” producing 
“deformity  of mind and body” (Dickens 1848:290-91). Unchecked and uncoordinated expansion, 
transport infrastructure, air pollution, and changing orders and rates of mobility  all contributed to 
the opacity of the nineteenth-century  city, and this environment extended to its inhabitants. At the 
beginning of the century Wordsworth lamented (1969:626-29):
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How oft, amid those overflowing streets,

Have I gone forward with the crowd, and said

Unto myself, “The face of every one 

That passes by me is a mystery.”2 

The urban crowd was simultaneously  ubiquitous yet unreadable. As John Barton in Gaskell’s 
Mary Barton walks the city streets (1996:63):

he could not, you cannot read the lot of those who daily pass you by . . . . How do you know the 

wild romances of their lives; the trials,  the temptations they are even now enduring, resisting, 

sinking under. You may be elbowed one instant by the girl desperate in her abandonment, laughing 

in mad merriment in her outward gesture, while her soul is longing for the rest of the dead, and 

bringing itself to think of the cold-flowing river as the only mercy of God remaining to her here. 

You may pass the criminal, meditating crimes at which you will tomorrow shudder with horror as 

you read them.

The fundamental link between all these aspects of the nineteenth-century city is that of 
disordered illegibility, a “loss of connection” (Williams 1973:150; see further 156-63). Various 
measures taken to open the city up  to more effective surveillance in every sense, ranging from 
the installation of street lighting, through the reformation of a police force invested with greater 
powers in the monitoring of public conduct, to the demolition of dark, labyrinthine precincts to 
be replaced by  visually open thoroughfares, described by Engels as “the method called 
Haussman” (cited in Berman 1983:158).3  All these measures were associated with the formation 
and monitoring of political and class divisions, attempts at the regulation of urban life. 
Nonetheless, throughout the nineteenth century the city and its inhabitants remained for the most 
part obdurately unreadable texts, and as such provided a locus for literary inquiries into the 
inscrutability and unknowability  of modern urban life, from Wordsworth at the turn of the 
century and Gaskell in 1848, to Dickens in 1853, conflating the fog of London with the image of 
chancery in the opening of Bleak House (1853:1):

Smoke lowering down from chimney-pots, making a soft black drizzle,  with flakes of soot in it as 

big as full-grown snow-flakes—gone into mourning, one might imagine, for the death of the 

sun . . . . Fog everywhere.  Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog 

down the river, where it rolls defiled among the tiers of shipping, and the waterside pollutions of a 

great (and dirty) city. 

And so on, the reiterated, inescapable fog for two pages, then modulating directly to the 
bureaucratic fog of the High Court of Chancery. Similarly, Coketown, based on Preston 
Lancashire, in Hard Times (2001:20-21):
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a town of machinery and tall chimneys, out of which interminable serpents of smoke trailed 

themselves for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled. It had a black canal in it,  and a river that ran 

purple with ill-smelling dye, and vast piles of building full of windows where there was a rattling 

and a trembling all day long, and where the piston of the steam engine worked monotonously up 

and down like the head of an elephant in a state of melancholy madness.  It contained several large 

streets all very like one another, and many small streets still more like one another, inhabited by 

people equally like one another, who all went in and out at the same hours, with the same sound 

upon the same pavements, to do the same work.

The coalescence of the visual impenetrability of the city, and of the lives of its occupants, is 
consolidated in Conrad’s The Secret Agent from 1907. The idea of the city  itself was central to 
the genesis of the novel, as he recalled, reflecting on recent anarchist  violence in his Author’s 
Note (1983:xxxvi):

the vision of an enormous town presented itself, of a monstrous town more populous than some 

continents and in its man-made might as if indifferent to heaven’s frowns and smiles; a cruel 

devourer of the world’s light. There was room enough there to place any story, depth enough there 

for any passion, variety enough there for any setting, darkness enough to bury five millions of 

lives. Irresistibly the town became the background for the ensuing period of deep and tentative 

meditations.

The dark, inexplicable collage of the window display in Verloc’s shop, and the mysteriousness of 
its habitués, imply but never specify meaning and significance (3-5); the signage and numbering 
of the London Streets are misleading and arbitrary  (14). The eponymous “Secret Agent” Verloc 
might, to the eye of a fellow pedestrian, “have been anything from a picture-frame maker to a 
locksmith” (13). It is precisely this appearance that deceives, that masks the reality  of a 
homicidal terrorist. 

The urban experience not only provided a motif of illegibility, but also generated 
narrative structures and strategies that came to characterize modernist literature. Through the 
trajectory from Wordsworth and Austen to T. S. Eliot and Joyce, the temporal and spatial 
fragmentation of the city  nurtured the short story and the disruption of early nineteenth-century 
literary  structures and rhythms. Raymond Williams argues that in the case of Dickens’ work it 
produced “a new kind of novel” (1973:154). The hidden places of the city  and its people 
increased a consciousness of potential criminalities, and its inscrutability came to require the 
Holmesian superhuman powers of observation and deduction on display  in the power of the 
detective to “penetrate the intricacies of the streets” (227; see also 229). Both the dark places of 
the city and the illegibility  of its crowds hid horrors from which the urban gothic, the dissociated 
“Jekyll and Hyde” sensibility, emerged. The city’s shadowed geography dislodged visuality as a 
credible narrative mode, undermining the value of the eyewitness, the reader of events, the 
supposedly omniscient, reliable narrator. In one particular example of what has become known 
as the “unreliable narrator,” we see two experiential modes in contention, one by virtue of its 
ineffectual presence, and the other conspicuous by its studied absence.
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Edgar Allan Poe’s characters Dupin and Legrand predate Doyle’s Holmes as prototypes 
in detection fiction, and it is suggestive that the former made his debut in “The Murders in the 
Rue Morgue” only months before “The Man of the Crowd,” whose narrator demonstrates rather 
more ordinary  and less analytical powers of observation.4  As such, his account challenges the 
reliability  and stability of point of view. Poe’s attempt to engage with the city is also an early 
problematization of point of view, a growing preoccupation of prose writers trying to deal with a 
breakdown of centralized consensus, the projection of a wider range of voices and belief systems 
into the public space. The opening paragraph sets up the impression of the complacently 
omniscient author, a source of veracity. The narrator watches the crowd in the street through the 
window of a London coffee house and begins confidently  to categorize people by class, 
according to their appearance. As night falls he sees an Old Man who seems not to fit his 
categories: “‘How wild a history  . . . is written in that bosom!’ Then came a craving desire to 
keep  the man in view—to know more of him” (Poe 1965:140). The narrator then follows him 
closely for a full twenty-four hours throughout the city, returning finally to the general reflection 
which opened the story: “‘es lässt  sich nicht lessen’—it does not  permit itself to be read” (134, 
145; repeated at the conclusion in explicit reference to the old man, this may be translated as “He 
does not permit himself to be read”). His illegibility  is then taken as clear confirmation of his 
criminality. Hiding himself in the city crowds, the Old Man remains illegible, a metaphor of the 
city itself.

The story, however, is equally  about the limits of reading—of scopism—as a way of 
engaging with the city. In realist prose narrative the narrator is traditionally  a stable platform, a 
fixed and reliable point of view. Urban life increasingly displaces the omniscient, stable point of 
view, and renders everything and everyone impenetrably ambiguous. The narrator fails to take 
into account his own position and conduct. Consider the Old Man’s point of view. He is in his 
sixties, obviously past his physical prime, short, thin, feeble, with clothes that  are torn and dirty. 
He is walking the streets, minding his own business, until becoming aware that  a man is 
following him closely  and continuously for twenty-four hours. The follower wears an overcoat, a 
cane, rubber galoshes, and has a handkerchief covering his mouth (we, the readers, know he is 
recovering from an illness). The narrator in fact may reasonably be regarded as the cause of the 
behavior he cannot fathom. Pearlman (1998:141) explores the question: is this a story  about “the 
narrator’s pursuit of a stranger [or] . . . the stranger’s flight from the narrator”? The narrator 
insists that the Old Man never saw him, but how credible can this be given the duration of the 
pursuit, sometimes “close at elbow” (Poe 1965:141), and the fact that for much of the time they 
are the only two people in the streets (see further Pearlman 1998:63-65). Perhaps the narrator, so 
confident of his secure position as an observer, is in fact deceived by his own surveillance. It 
certainly leaves him no better informed after twenty-four hours of close stalking.

What I want to add to Pearlman’s inquiry  is the conspicuous absence from this whole 
encounter of any attempt to communicate with each other by any means other than reading. 
Despite twenty-four hours of contact, sometimes within inches of each other, neither man speaks. 
Each remains a silent text. Finally, the narrator, “stopping fully in front of the wanderer, gazed at 
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him steadfastly in the face,” and still, implausibly convinced he “noticed me not” (Poe 
1965:145), decides that  the Old Man will never be read. Or to put it another way, he decides that 
this man, to whom he has been close enough to talk for twenty-four hours, can never by any 
means be understood. The man has been for the most part silent, although the narrator is close 
enough to hear “a heavy sigh” and a “half shriek of joy” (143, 144). Apart from this, that the two 
of them should be in such proximity for so long and under such circumstances, without ever 
venturing to exchange one word of question or explanation, is extraordinary. The narrative 
follows a trajectory  that makes excruciatingly obvious the absence of sonic contact, of finding an 
explanation simply through sounding and listening. The man of the crowd remains inexplicable 
because the encounter is wholly visual—an attempt to read each other.

Increasingly, the urban milieu discloses itself acoustically. Coketown is visually 
impenetrable, but clearly defined sonically by  the sounds of the factories. The people in the 
streets cannot  be read, but they  can be heard. The contrast may  be briefly exemplified in the case 
of William Wordsworth, whose lyrical enthusiasm about London as a silenced spectacle viewed 
in early morning from Westminster Bridge is turned into indignation and disgust when he 
becomes immersed in the “Babel din” of its crowds, the oppressive “roar,” “deafening din,” 
“thickening hubbub,” and “uproar of the rabblement.”5  The city  confronts Wordsworth with the 
rising tide of modern mass culture, the actuality of the contemporary  “common man,” and it  is 
demonized as an acoustic culture (see further Johnson 2002:passim). Wordsworth gives us a 
prefiguration of that  moral panic at the collapse of received and authorized order that we think of 
as the conservative response to twentieth-century  mass culture. And, as with that  response, it can 
be largely configured as a confrontation with a resurgent acoustic order. The shift from an 
inspirationally silent dawn prospect from Westminster Bridge to the noise of the streets 
corresponds to a shift to the increasing dynamic fluidity  of the modern urban experience and 
class relations. Baudelaire’s description of modern life as “floating existences” (cited in Berman 
1983:144) and the imperative that the artist should “set up  his house in the heart of the multitude, 
amid the ebb and flow of motion, in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite” (145), recognizes 
that modern urban life requires a new language supple and subtle enough to render “leaps and 
jolts of consciousness” (148), and that modern life is fluid, in motion, evanescent, not a static 
text. The increasingly dynamic nature of the modern city is ill adapted to the static spatial 
readings of a pre-moving-image representational order. Only by so-to-speak getting the city to sit 
still and pose could Wordsworth render it as visual text, silently frozen in time. And that is only 
by falsifying it, sneaking a snapshot while everyone is asleep or out of frame. The city  requires a 
processual mode of representation through the temporally grounded faculty  of hearing, of 
sounding unfolding in time.

In 1913, the Futurist Luigi Russolo declared in The Art of Noises that in the nineteenth 
century “with the invention of machine, Noise was born” (1986:23). He invited his reader to 
(26):

� SITES OF SOUND 461

5  See “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge, September 3, 1803”; then The Prelude,  Book Seven, lines 
178, 155, 211, 273.



cross a large modern capital with our ears more sensitive than our eyes. We will delight in 

distinguishing the eddying of water, of air or gas in metal pipes, the muttering of motors that 

breathe and pulse with an indisputable animality, the throbbing of valves,  the bustle of pistons,  the 

shrieks of mechanical saws, the starting of trams on the tracks, the cracking of whips,  the flapping 

of awnings and flags. We will amuse ourselves by orchestrating together in our imagination the 

din of rolling shop shutters, the varied hubbub of train stations, ironworks, thread mills,  printing 

presses, electrical plants, and subways.

Analyses of the city are predominantly  modeled in terms of “spectacle” (see further Tonkiss 
2003:303-4). I suggest as a supplementary  and often competing trope that of the city as “oracle” 
or “auricle,” as a site of meaning that is spoken and heard. Tonkiss notes that although Barthes 
wrote of the city as a “text,” he also declared that  it  “speaks to its inhabitants, we speak our city, 
the city where we are, simply by  living in it, by wandering through it” (305). One of the 
distinguishing features of the material culture of urban modernity  is the increased presence of 
sound. Cities have always been distinctively noisy, but the urban acoustic order from the 
nineteenth century is distinguished by, among other things, the proliferation of technologized 
sonorities and changing reverberative space. R. Murray Schafer’s benchmark study, The Tuning 
of the World, included a review of the distinctive properties of the post-industrial soundscape 
(1977:69-99), and pointed to the explanatory  potential of acoustically based cultural 
historiography. The approach has been applied to studies of modern urban culture, such as those 
of Bruce Smith (1999) and John Picker (2003). Picker notes the changing acoustic profile of the 
nineteenth century and its complicity in class formation: “Victoria’s reign had been marked by  an 
increasing volume and an increased awareness of sound—from the shriek and roar of the railway 
to the jarring commotion of urban streets, and from the restrained tinkling of the drawing-room 
piano to the hushed propriety of the middle-class parlour” (111). Sounding and hearing thus 
became increasingly significant in nineteenth-century urban life: “the development of Victorian 
self-awareness was contingent on awareness of sonic environments, and that, in turn, to 
understand how Victorians saw themselves, we ought to understand how they heard themselves 
as well” (11). Picker’s magisterial investigation of Victorian soundscapes refers also to the work 
of Dickens and of George Eliot (15-40, 82-109), disclosing how the latter “recognized the advent 
of an age defined by new emphases on and understandings of the capacity for listening” (83).

My interest here is in the particular relationship between visual and acoustic modes in 
nineteenth-century literary representations of the city. Visually the city  is chaotic, labyrinthine, 
and threateningly indecipherable; full of the faces of strangers, opaque windows, and blind 
alleys, it  resists communality. Sonically  of course it is also likely to be thought of as 
pandemonium and babel, particularly by those whose cultural capital lies in the printed text and 
other scopocentric epistemologies. But  the city  is sonically communal in the sense that its sounds 
construct a sense of shared life. Sound is the medium of the flood of collectivity  (see further 
Johnson and Cloonan 2008). It is this shared life that the intellectuals and the middle classes 
resist, since it breaks down the class and professional segregations by  which they differentiate 
themselves in an increasingly congested and visually undiscriminated mass. Sound defies the 
privacy and separation that can be sustained visually. It does not respect the class-based 
segmentation of space. Unregulated urban noise announces mass culture, culture losing its older 
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internal demarcations by which class and privilege are defined and preserved through literacy 
and the literary text (see further Johnson 2006:passim).

The literary  record of urban experience in the nineteenth century is pervaded by  the noise 
(most often disagreeable) of the modern city, “the noise of people, and bells, and horns; the whiz 
and scream of the arriving trains” (Gaskell 1996:283).6  It  is a condition of life and a marker of 
the confrontations that define the modern condition, confrontations across a range of boundaries 
including those of class, gender, and nation. This was not simply the traditional sounds of the 
city rising in volume. The nineteenth-century soundscape became more heterogeneous, complex, 
information-rich, and introduced new kinds of experience to the sonic imaginary. These included 
the sounds of the unprecedentedly rapid motion of engine components, flatline sounds, the 
Doppler effect, and the disembodied sounds from telephones and sound recordings, which also 
preserved the voices of the dead (see for example Schafer 1977:78-80, 89).

I conclude by referring to a particular trope for the auralization of the nineteenth-century 
city, a point of convergence for all the issues raised here—sound, class, information inundation, 
the mobility  and pace of life, and their literary representation. That trope is the typewriter, one of 
the new information technologies that were developed to cope with the increase in the level and 
complexity of information traffic in an urbanized capitalist economy. These became elements in 
new literary scenarios in which technologized sonority  and sonic technologies played a central 
role in the elaboration of theme, setting, narratologies, as well as the development of personal 
and professional relationships. In particular, they transformed the way in which the workplace 
was imagined, specifically that massively expanding sector in which information was processed 
and disseminated. Like other changes in information processing, storage, and dissemination 
(telephone and dictaphone), the shorthand typist functioned in an acoustically active 
environment. Listening to a voice (increasingly  on a dictaphone), she transcribed in a 
phonetically based shorthand, then copied it longhand on a typewriter, which proclaimed its 
productive activity sonically. This labor replaced that  of the (usually male) scrivener working in 
a relatively silent office space that was the modern equivalent of a study  in which “silence is 
golden.”

Until the “aural renaissance” of the late nineteenth century, the sign of productivity  and 
self-improvement was silence, providing a background for the definition of character and power 
relations. In Herman Melville’s “Bartleby the Scrivener” the silence of the workplace is essential 
to the narrative impetus. Bartleby is a scrivener who comes to work for a law firm. All that can 
be heard normally is the scrape of pen on paper and, from time to time, proofreading of a 
document while another follows the copy “closely written in a crimpy  hand” (Melville 1987:20). 
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Noise is a disruption of the ambience of productivity. The most valued employee has one flaw. 
His work in the mornings is exemplary, but lunchtime tippling often makes him “rather 
noisy” (15):

He made an unpleasant racket with his chair; spilled his sand-box; in mending his pens, 

impatiently split them all to pieces, and threw them on the floor in a sudden passion; stood up, and 

leaned over his table, boxing his papers about in a most indecorous manner.

During these afternoon improprieties he was also “apt to be rash with his tongue, in fact 
insolent” (16). Another employee broke the silence by audibly  grinding his teeth “over mistakes 
committed in copying, [also] unnecessary maledictions, hissed, rather than spoken, in the heat of 
business; and especially  by a continual discontent with the height of the table where he 
worked” (16):

amid the stillness of my chambers,  Nippers would sometimes impatiently rise from his seat, and 

stooping over his table, spread his arms wide apart, seize the whole desk, and move it, and jerk it, 

with a grim, grinding motion on the floor, as if the table were a perverse,  voluntary agent,  intent 

on thwarting and vexing him (18). 

Another’s indulgence in ginger-nut cakes produced “the crunching of the crisp particles in his 
mouth” (19). These are all irritations because they  break the silence that proclaims conscientious 
labor.

The new recruit is given a workplace behind a screen, so that his employer (the story’s 
narrator) “might entirely  isolate Bartleby from my  sight, though not remove him from my 
voice” (19). The newcomer initially proves a most diligent copyist, but on his third day Bartleby 
is called to proofread a short document. Without emerging from behind the screen, he replies, “I 
would prefer not to” (20). The narrator sits for a while “in perfect silence,” incredulous, 
wondering if his ears had “deceived” him (20). The rest  of the narrative concerns attempts to 
persuade Bartleby to perform his duties—attempts that  are increasingly  refused. In a provocative 
mood, the narrator asks Bartleby to check to see if there is any mail waiting at the Post Office 
(25):

“I would prefer not to.” 

“You will not?”

“I prefer not.” 

The narrator grows reconciled to this impasse, in view of Bartleby’s “steadiness, his freedom 
from all dissipation, his incessant industry (except when he chose to throw himself into a 
standing revery [sic] behind his screen), his great stillness, his unalterableness of demeanor 
under all circumstances” (25-26). Bartleby discloses nothing of himself, having “declined telling 
who he was, or whence he came” (28). Finally, discovering that the “unaccountable 
Bartleby” (37) has taken to living in the office, the employer gives him notice, to no effect. The 
narrator is then forced to move his chambers, since the scrivener will not quit  them. He later 
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discovers that having been turned out of the chambers by the incoming occupants, Bartleby now 
haunts the building (40) and is finally  arrested for vagrancy. When the narrator visits him in 
prison Bartleby keeps his back to him but recognizes him by  his voice. “I know you . . . and I 
want nothing to say to you” (43). On a subsequent visit the narrator is directed to the prisoner 
who appears to be sleeping in the prison yard but in fact is dead.

Like Poe’s Man of the Crowd, Bartleby is illegible (13):

While of other law-copyists I might write the complete life, of Bartleby nothing of that sort can be 

done. I believe that no materials exist for a full and satisfactory biography of this man. It is an 

irreparable loss to literature. Bartleby was one of those beings of whom nothing is ascertainable, 

except from the original sources, and in his case they are very small. What my own astonished 

eyes saw of Bartleby, that is all I know of him, except, indeed, one vague report which will appear 

in the sequel.

That “report” “was a rumor that he had been a clerk in the Dead Letter Office in Washington 
until removed by a new administration” (45):

Dead letters! does it not sound like dead men? Conceive a man by nature and misfortune prone to 

a pallid hopelessness, can any business seem more fitted to heighten it than that of continually 

handling those dead letters, and assorting them for the flames? For by the cart-load they are 

annually burned. Sometimes from out of the folded paper the pale clerk takes a ring:—the finger it 

was meant for, perhaps, molders in the grave; a bank-note sent in swiftest charity:—he whom it 

would relieve, nor eats nor hungers any more; pardon for those who died despairing; hope for 

those who died unhoping; good tidings for those who died stifled by unrelieved circumstances. On 

errands of life these letters speed to death. Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity! 

The vanity of this teeming secular life—its records, files, and communications—is reduced to 
ashes. The modern city  and its information, its bureaucracy, proliferate infinitely yet pointlessly. 
Bartleby is ultimately driven through the informational looking glass to the other side of babble: 
silence, non-information, non-explanation. Bartleby succumbs to the weight of information that 
is both profoundly important and useless. The Dead Letter Office is a kind of “final solution,” an 
all-consuming furnace that reduces the infinite variety of hope, endeavor, and expectation that 
constitutes human experience to featureless ashes. Bartleby’s response to his epoch is 
withdrawal, silence, death, a foreshadowing of the approaching extinction of his species. The 
silent scrivener will be overwhelmed by  the avalanche of information spilling out of the modern 
city, himself one of its “dead letters.” Ambient silence and his concealment behind a screen are 
essential to the unfolding of this narrative. It is difficult to imagine how he could effectively 
present his mysterious protest in the noisy  open-plan offices emerging from the late nineteenth 
century. In any  case, for reasons including temperament, professional competencies, and gender, 
it is highly unlikely that he would have become employed there anyway. The sensibility that 
replaces him will be accompanied by different skills, aspirations, and expectations, and is likely 
to revel in the milieu of the urban masses and cheerfully  embrace its benefits, to the disdain and 
alarm of intellectuals (Carey 1992:passim). The male scrivener who laboriously  traces each 
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separate and distinctive letter in silence will be replaced by the “typewriter girl,” rapidly 
processing information through the standardized typefaces and keys of a clattering typewriter.

The noise of the typewriter became the new trope of busyness, or business, because, like 
the sound recording, it came into being for stenographic purposes (see further Johnson 2003). No 
scribal hand could keep up with the information explosion and its technologies, but a typewriter 
could. Sound and sounding technologies transformed power relations. The breaking of the link 
between scribal silence and the movement of commercial information completely inverted the 
gender profile of the “keeper of the secrets”: the secretary. You didn’t need a good writing hand 
to use a typewriter, so the erratic literacy of the enormous female labor pool was not an issue. In 
1870, only 4.5 percent  of stenographers and typists in the United States were women. By 1930, 
the figure was 95.6 percent (Kittler 1999:184). The gendering of this technology was so powerful 
that the word “typewriter” referred interchangeably to the woman and to the machine.

The politics of the connection are reflected in the 1897 novel The Type-writer Girl by 
Grant Allen, writing under the name Olive Pratt Rayner. Unlike the increasingly silent Bartleby, 
whose employer speaks to us on his behalf, Juliet the typewriter girl speaks to us with buoyant 
extroverted directness. Like Bartleby, Juliet  works in a legal office. However, this is a defiant 
modern woman: “I am all for the absolute equation of the sexes” (Allen 2004:53). In the bold 
celebrative spirit of Baudelaire (Williams 1973:234-35), she cheerfully embraces her milieu, and 
the mystery of the masses is a stimulant, not a depressant (Allen 2004:23):

how can I cruise down the Strand without encountering strange barks—mysterious argosies that 

attract and intrigue me? That living stream is so marvelous! Whence come they, these shadows, 

and whither do they go?—innumerable, silent, each wrapped in his own thought, yet each real to 

himself as I to my heart. To me they are shooting stars,  phantoms that flash athwart the orbit of my 

life one second, and then vanish. But to themselves they are the centre of a world—of the world, 

and I am but one of the meteors that dart across their horizon. . . . I cannot choose but wonder who 

each is, and why he is here. For one after another I invent a story. It may not be the true story, but 

at least it amuses me. 

She is brought into being by the age of the machine, of urban mass culture, and this is signaled 
by the sonic environment in her workplace. While Bartleby drudged in impassive silence, her 
world is one of noise. The two clerks with whom she shares the office talk endlessly about 
horses, football, and ladies of the music hall. And in this environment her own identity is 
differentiated and her value is confirmed and defined not through silence but through noise. She 
took shorthand, then typed it out in her anteroom workplace “where I clicked” (33). She is her 
technology, its sound is her sound; it  is the sound of the typewriter that counterbalances the idle 
chatter of her male colleagues with the proclamation of her value (34):

As their tongues rippled on, with peculiar London variants on the vowels of our native language, 

my type-writer continued to go click, click, click, till I was grateful for its sound as a counter-

irritant to their inanity. . . . That click, click, click became to me like music—if only because it 

drowned the details of the Lewes Spring Meeting. .  . . I continued to click,  click, click, like a 
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machine that I was, and to listen as little as possible to the calculated odds for King Arthur for the 

Ascot Cup.

When, like Bartleby, she prefers to do no more work, far from withdrawing into the kind of 
nullity that overtook him in his paralyzed immurement in the workplace, her response is escape 
and independence. The instrument of that escape is one of the nineteenth-century technologies 
that brought mobility to the proliferating urban workforce: she sets out on her bicycle (42-43):

How light and free I felt! When man first set woman on two wheels with a pair of pedals, did he 

know, I wonder that he had rent the veil of the harem in twin? I doubt it,  but so it was. A woman 

on a bicycle has all the world before her where to choose; she can go where she will,  no man 

hindering. 

She thinks of herself as owning large estates, tax-free, the streams, the sky, the wild-life: “All 
these I own, by  virtue of my freehold in the saddle of my bicycle” (109). The triumph of the 
typewriter-girl is a triumph of the woman, the machine, and of what Baudelaire, speaking of 
America, called “volubility” (1952:123), an open embrace of modernity and the emancipative 
possibilities of mass culture.

The sound of the keyboard would become one of the metaphors of the information 
industry in film and even in music, as in the sonic anaphones used by  many news programs.7 The 
sound of the typewriter, rather than the silence of the scriptorium and library, became the trope of 
the production and circulation of knowledge. These new information technologies and the world 
with which they engaged both provided and even constituted a new “language” for the 
description of urban modernity. In “Paris Spleen,” Baudelaire insists that modern urban life 
requires a new language supple and subtle enough to render “leaps and jolts of 
consciousness” (cited in Berman 1983:148), a language and a medium to express constant 
displacement and dislocation. This consciousness required the suppleness of sound, registering 
the dynamic of urban modernity  to accommodate its plasticity. The continuity and enveloping 
flood of noise provided a counterpoint to the fragmented, visual collage of the modern city. 
Modernist literature pushed against the limits of static textuality to lay  hold on the experience, 
anticipating in the fragmented collages of Eliot and Joyce the medium that  would become the 
dominant expressive form for the modern city.

It was the moving sound image, its balancing of what is seen with what is heard, that 
standardized the twentieth-century trope of productivity and information circulation. That is, the 
movie office-space scene filled with the sound of typewriters generating urgent bulletins and 
dispatches. The transition I have been describing led to a narratology that was most fully realized 
in film, with its constantly  shifting camera points of view, its rapid editing, and its deployment of 
sound. In the 1959 film The Battle of the Sexes, based on a story by the (near-blind) James 
Thurber, an American efficiency  expert (actress Constance Cummings) arrives at McPherson’s, a 
Scottish company dealing in hand-woven fabric. She attempts to rationalize the business, to the 
chagrin of the accountant (actor Peter Sellers). The two become locked in the eponymous battle, 
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which is also a battle over modernization. His weapons are impassive taciturnity  and tradition. 
Her weapons are volubility and the technology of mass modernity, the sonorous technology of 
keyboards, Dictaphones, and intercoms. She begins by technologizing the accounting 
department. Hitherto, the efficiency of its operations was signaled through scribal silence in 
which even the sound of a worn scratchy pen on paper was an intrusion on the silence of 
concentrated labor. The transition to a “modern” workplace is signaled in what might have taken 
a silent page in a novel several paragraphs to recount. Film presents without explanatory 
commentary a time-lapse narrative of the gender and technology  shift from Melville to Allen/
Rayner. Here, it is completed in a few seconds’ expressive collage of technologized cacophony: 
the tapping of adding machines and the buzz of intercoms. The sound of silence has been 
replaced by a site of sound.

University of Turku 
Macquarie University, Sydney

University of Glasgow  
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Joyce’s Noises

Derek Attridge

Molly Bloom is lying restlessly  in bed, her head next to her husband’s feet, counting the 
days until she will next be with her lover, Blazes Boylan: “Thursday Friday  one Saturday  two 
Sunday three O Lord I cant wait till Monday” (Joyce, U 18.594-95).1  The next item we see on 
the page—one can hardly call it a word—is a bizarre string of letters: “frseeeeeeeefronnnng” (U 
18.596). All in lower case, it begins the fourth of the so-called sentences of the final episode of 
Ulysses. Its challenge to our reading of the episode is multiple: it  is unpronounceable, at least 
according to the norms of the English language; it is meaningless; and it is hardly conceivable 
as part of Molly’s thought processes in the way that everything in the chapter up to this point 
has been. Joyce does not leave us mystified for long, however: the verbalized thoughts that 
follow this strange irruption explain what it  is doing here: “train somewhere whistling the 
strength those engines have in them like big giants” (U 18.596-97). Distant  train whistles may 
more usually evoke associations of travel, separation, nostalgia, or longing, but Molly’s 
response is clearly colored by her active desire for the man she has just called, with obvious 
relish, a “savage brute” (U 18.594).

Are we to take this series of letters as representing the actual sound of a train whistle— 
perhaps on two notes, higher then lower—as it  penetrates the bedroom of 7 Eccles Street? (The 
train is too distant, I think, for the double tone to be a product of the Doppler effect.) Would it 
be legitimate for an audio version of the book to substitute for the reader’s voice at this point a 
recording of the real sound? Surely  not: although one could argue that the succession of e’s and 
the subsequent o do mimic the higher and lower notes of the whistle, and that the prolonged 
nasal of the second syllable imitates a change in timbre in the second note, Joyce’s choice of 
letters can hardly  be said to aim at  exact representation. The spelling is connected in some way 
with Molly’s own perception of the sound. Is this how she would write it down if she felt the 
need to do so? (As I’ve argued elsewhere, there are many suggestions in the episode that the 
apparent flow of uncontrolled thoughts is constantly mediated by the constraints and 
characteristics of writing).2  This supposition is strengthened by the sudden change of tack in 
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number(s); see Joyce 1986.

2 See Attridge 1988:ch. 8, espec. 97-105.



Molly’s ruminations: “. . . like big giants and the water rolling all over and out of them all sides 
like the end of Loves old sweeeetsonnnng” (U 18.596-98).

Given the obvious association between the imagined steam locomotive and Boylan’s 
thrusting masculinity, we may  well misread “like the end of . . .”; then, as so often in 
“Penelope,” we have to correct our interpretation, as we realize that the comparison Molly is 
making is between the sound of the train whistle and one of the songs she’ll be performing on 
the forthcoming concert  tour with Boylan (and has probably been singing to him earlier). 
(Molly herself, of course, is in no doubt about what is like what; it’s only the reader who may 
find a grosser meaning in “end.” The result of Joyce’s removal of punctuation in this episode is 
not, as is often thought, a more accurate rendition of mental processes, but  a game of constant 
guessing and reassessment that has little to do with Molly’s subjectivity.) The “onnnng” of the 
train whistle, it turns out, is there less as an attempt at mimesis than as an indication of the 
already forming connection with the “onnnng” of the song. (That the word of the song in 
question is “song” is, of course, another Joycean joke.) The implied downward change in pitch 
in the move from e to o is what links this sound in Molly’s aural imagination to the singing of 
“sweet song.”

The strength of the association between sound and song is made clear when the train 
whistle penetrates Molly’s thoughts a second time. She is recalling some of her youthful 
experiences with the opposite sex when her reminiscences are interrupted by the same sequence 
of letters—now with even more e’s (no fewer than twenty) and an upper case F at the start 
(perhaps the train is closer?):

Frseeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeefrong that train again weeping tone once in the dear deaead days 

beyondre call close my eyes breath my lips forward kiss sad look eyes open piano ere oer the 

world the mists began I hate that istsbeg comes loves sweet sooooooooooong (U 18.874-77).

Again, her thoughts move straight from train-whistle to song, with “weeping tone” providing a 
bridge.

The third and last  time Molly hears the train, she once again associates it with “Love’s 
Old Sweet Song,” though this time there is a third sound blended with it. Molly  has just  said to 
herself: “I feel some wind in me better go easy not wake him up” (U 18.903), and she seems to 
be successful in this endeavor not to disturb Leopold’s sleep: “yes hold them like that a bit on 
my side piano quietly sweeeee theres that train far away pianissimo eeeee one more tsong” (U 
18.907-08). Here Joyce gives us an extraordinary triple sonic pun: “sweeee” and “eeeee” are at 
once the train in the distance, much quieter now; the farts, released as softly as possible; and the 
final words of the song (with the “t” of “sweet” postponed so that it becomes the first sound in 
“tsong,” to maximize the musical potential of the vowel). The words “piano” and “pianissimo” 
apply  to all three. Anal references have, in fact, been building up  in the passage even before 
Molly articulates her desire to break wind—perhaps as the unconscious effect of an internal 
build-up, perhaps another of Joyce’s games with the reader—and the connection between 
singing and farting has already  been intimated. For instance, Molly’s choice of words to 
describe her singing of “Love’s Old Sweet Song” after the previous train whistle—“Ill let that 
out full” (U 18.878)—already seems suggestive; she then describes her rival singers as 
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“sparrowfarts” who “know as much as my backside” (U 18.879-80). And the song she decides 
to sing as an encore is “Winds that blow from the south” (U 18.899).

Ulysses, like Finnegans Wake after it, takes great delight  in fusing high and low, the 
polite and the taboo, the revered and the looked-down-upon. Language, that mark of 
civilization, proves to be a medium well suited to blurring the distinctions on which civilization 
is supposed to rest. Train-whistle, fart, concert song: these very  different sounds, each with a 
different set of cultural associations, are hardly compatible with one another; yet  Joyce manages 
to unite them, and to do so without any sense of hierarchy or conflict. At the same time, the 
representational indeterminacy  of the sounds of language, its inadequacy as a mode of direct 
imitation, is signaled: these different sounds are, in the end, represented by nothing more than a 
row of e’s.3

In Peculiar Language I made a distinction between two types of onomatopoeia, which I 
called “lexical” and “nonlexical”—not a watertight distinction, to be sure, but one that I think 
serves a useful purpose (1988:136, 148). In lexical onomatopoeia, the more common variety, the 
words of the language are deployed in such a way as to suggest a more than usually strong link 
between the sounds of speech and the non-speech sounds (or other physical features of the 
world) being represented. In nonlexical onomatopoeia, the rarer form that is the subject of this 
essay, the letters and sounds of the language are used for a similar purpose, but without the 
formation of words. Writers have been traditionally  free to exploit the fact that in a language 
with a phonetic alphabet individual letters can represent sounds without conveying meanings, 
and the usual strict limits placed on neologisms do not apply when no actual lexical items are 
involved. (One of the best-known examples in literary history is perhaps the earliest: 
Aristophanes’ frogs going “Brekekek koax koax.”) The group  of letters representing the first 
train-whistle is thus a clear example of nonlexical onomatopoeia. “Sweeee,” on the other hand, 
lies somewhere between the two types, although its use of the lexical potential of the language 
is unusual in that it’s not the meaning of the word that is relevant (unless one wants to make an 
argument about the sweetness of Molly’s singing) but rather the fact of its being sung.

I hope I may be allowed to summarize briefly  part of the argument about nonlexical 
onomatopoeia I put forward in Peculiar Language. There I focused on the other significant fart 
in Ulysses—Bloom’s burgundy-induced release at the end of “Sirens” (an event of which 
Molly’s fart in “Penelope” is a kind of unwitting echo or partner). I listed eight factors that 
complicate the simple picture of unmediated imitation one might be tempted to apply to 
nonlexical onomatopoeia, the first four being limits to the directness of the link between 
linguistic and represented sound, and the second four being limits to its precision (see  
1988:138-47):

(1) All onomatopoeia relies on the reader’s knowledge of the system of language 
in which the text is written; in the case of nonlexical onomatopoeia, the 
knowledge required is of the phonological system of the spoken language and the 
graphological system of the written language. (In Finnegans Wake, Joyce would 
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enrich the possibilities of nonlexical onomatopoeia by bringing several 
languages into play  simultaneously.) Even though the sequence “frs” at the 
beginning of the train-whistle contradicts the phonological norms of English, 
unpronounceability is as much part of the system as pronounceability; and if 
Joyce wants us to struggle to produce some sort of noise based on our knowledge 
of the sounds indicated by each letter, he also wants us to be aware of the limits 
of this kind of representation.
(2) Very few sequences of letters are without any  lexical associations at  all. 
We’ve seen that the “ong” of the train-whistle is linked to the “-ong” of “song,” 
for example—though it’s noticeable that Joyce avoids the usual phonemic 
clusters linked in English with whistling and related sounds, notably the letters 
“wh”—“whisper,” “wheeze,” “whoosh,” “whine,” and so on. Like 
unpronounceability, the avoidance of conventional associations depends on 
knowledge of the language’s systematic properties.
(3) There are conventions attached to the notion of onomatopoeia itself: for 
instance, that repeated letters indicate prolonged sound. A particular convention 
operating in the train-whistle—or perhaps it’s an extrapolation from other 
conventions—is that “nnnng” is an extended “ng” sound, rather than an extended 
“n” sound followed by “ng” (though there is nothing, finally, to stop one from 
reading it  in this way). If we read “deaead” as “d—e—d”, with an extended 
central monophthong (rather than some complicated diphthong or triphthong) we 
are aware as we do so that the letter-by-letter spelling suggests something else. 
Nonlexical onomatopoeia is as much a matter of interpretation as any other use 
of signs or system of notation.
(4) Although we tend to think in terms of sound imitating sound, nonlexical 
onomatopoeia often has a visual component as well. The string of e’s we have 
been discussing hits the eye as anomalous even before we have attempted to read 
them, and the idea of prolongation is already present to us. It’s perhaps also 
relevant that the beginnings of the two tones are signaled by letters that poke up 
above the sequence, and the end by one that drops below it.
(5) Interpretation of nonlexical onomatopoeia is highly context-dependent. As 
I’ve already noted, the example I began with conveys very  little by itself. Given 
on its own to a group  unfamiliar with Ulysses, I don’t imagine many people 
would identify it as a train-whistle. The sense we may have of the vividness of an 
onomatopoeic representation is seldom a result of the precision of its imitation.
(6) Appreciation of any type of onomatopoeia also presupposes familiarity with 
the sound itself. Someone who has not heard, directly or in a recording or 
simulation, the whistle of a train is not going to bring it into being on the basis of 
Joyce’s string of letters.
(7) The existence of these two preconditions—an identifying context and prior 
familiarity  with the sound—is still not enough to produce exact imitation. The 
sounds of language are not, after all, widely found outside language. Had Joyce 
given us Molly’s response to the train whistle without the string of letters, we 
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would not have had any difficulty in imagining the sound she hears—but of 
course the interweaving of train-whistle and song, and later fart, would have 
been impossible.
(8) Finally, the tendency in reading nonlexical onomatopoeia is to produce in the 
voice an imitation of the sound, rather than a literal reading (literal in the most 
literal sense) of what is on the page. Its avoidance of recognized lexical items, 
therefore, acts for many readers as an instruction: make a sound like a train 
whistle. Recordings of Molly’s monologue invariably  do the same, often with 
impressive histrionic inventiveness. The danger of this way  of treating nonlexical 
onomatopoeia is that some of Joyce’s subtleties in choosing and arranging letters 
may be lost in a bravura performance.

Nonlexical onomatopoeia, then, might appear to operate as a puncturing of the mediated, 
conventional surface of the language by  something close to the actual occurrence of an 
extralinguistic sound, but all the factors I have listed combine to make this a rare event. Joyce, 
far from trying to escape from the complications that prevent direct imitation of sounds in 
language, exploited them brilliantly, just as he exploited most of the conventions governing the 
genre of the novel.

Joyce was slow to develop an interest in the possibilities of nonlexical onomatopoeia. It 
is not a feature of the scrupulously  mean style of Dubliners, and I’ve found only one example in 
the collection. In “Ivy Day in the Committee Room,” Mr. Henchy puts two bottles of stout on 
the hob, saying “Did you ever see this little trick?” (Joyce 1993a:101). A few minutes later, one 
of the corks flies out, and Joyce represents the sound by “Pok!,” with uppercase P, italics, and 
exclamation mark all working to magnify the dramatic effect—yet at the same time, he makes 
the drama seem absurd by qualifying the sound with the adjective “apologetic” (a belittling in 
keeping with the whole story, of course). As an instance of onomatopoeia, this is pretty 
conventional; Joyce has no interest in playing with the processes of sonic imitation. That this 
minor sound, and the trick it clinches, should be given such salience in this gathering serves to 
underline the bankruptness of Dublin party politics at this historical juncture.

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man also makes very  limited use of nonlexical 
onomatopoeia, but there is a new consciousness of some of the complications involved in its 
employment. Curiously, the most obvious example in the book is a close relative of the 
uncorking sound in “Ivy Day,” as if Joyce was revisiting this moment with a fuller sense of the 
device’s potential. On the playing fields of Clongowes Wood College, young Stephen hears the 
sound of balls hitting cricket-bats: “They said: pick, pack, pock, puck: like drops of water in a 
fountain slowly falling in the brimming bowl” (Joyce 1993b:34). As in the case of Molly’s 
perception of the train-whistle, we get not so much the sound of the bats as the heard sound, 
already transformed in its reception. For Stephen, the bats speak, and it is perhaps his 
visualization of the words they utter that produces the sequence of recognizable English words 
“pick,” “pack,” “pock,” and “puck.” (The stout bottles, by contrast, say “Pok,” the spelling of 
which immediately signals that we are dealing with the representation of a sound, not a word.) It 
might be possible to make some claims for the meanings evoked by each apparent word in this 
series, although there is such an array of unrelated associations that no strong semantic pattern 
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emerges, and it seems justifiable to class this instance as an example of nonlexical 
onomatopoeia, in which what is important are the plosives with which the items begin and end 
and the modification in the vowels across the series, rather than the fact that we can find all 
these strings of letters in an English dictionary.

Familiarity with the sound Stephen hears is undoubtedly helpful here: American readers 
may have a weaker impression of imitative accuracy in representing the sounds of a cricket 
match than many British readers. Stephen’s own interest in the sounds he hears and the words 
used to represent sounds—elsewhere he comments on what he takes to be the onomatopoeic 
quality of “suck” and “kiss”—leads him to relate the cricket-bat noises to water drops. It’s a 
somewhat puzzling association: is Stephen thinking of the slight differences made to the sound 
by the effect of wind or unevenness in the size of the drops? Joyce will later develop this 
technique of sequencing vowels; in the “Sirens” episode of Ulysses, for instance, Bloom recalls 
the sound of Molly peeing in a chamber pot, with highly  self-conscious onomatopoeic play: 
“Diddleiddle addleaddle ooddleooddle” (11.984).

It is in Ulysses that Joyce allows full rein to his onomatopoeic impulses. The novel is 
studded with textbook examples of lexical onomatopoeia, and it may  seem that these would be 
the places where his creativity is most evident. After all, the resources of nonlexical 
onomatopoeia are extremely limited compared to its lexical counterpart, which can draw on all 
the riches of meaning and emotion embodied in the language. Even though, as I’ve suggested, 
lexical associations are often operative in nonlexical onomatopoeia, these can never be anything 
like as powerful as those of actual words. However, where Joyce is interested in noise—in 
sounds that suggest neither music nor language—nonlexical onomatopoeia has a distinct 
advantage. Combinations of letters, and hence of sounds, forbidden by the norms of the 
language become available to the writer, and new possibilities for mimesis—and for the 
problematization of mimesis—offer themselves.

The main characters in Ulysses all have an interest in onomatopoeia. In Molly’s case, as 
we’ve seen, it remains unclear how much of the onomatopoeic exorbitance triggered by the 
train-whistle can be ascribed to her; but  it’s certainly the case that her experience as a singer has 
given her a sensitivity to the sounds of words, and that she relates external sounds to the words 
of the songs she performs. Stephen, the aspiring poet, also has a professional interest  in the 
sounds of words, an interest made especially vivid in the “Proteus” episode. He provides a 
verbal equivalent  for his footsteps on Sandymount strand reminiscent of the cricket bats heard 
by his younger self in Portrait, in this case shifting from lexical to nonlexical onomatopoeia: 
“Crush, crack, crick, crick” (U 3.19).4  His memory of the post office door shut in his face in 
Paris prompts a cartoon sequence involving noisy violence: “Shoot him to bloody  bits with a 
bang shotgun, bits man spattered walls all brass buttons. Bits all khrrrrklak in place clack 
back” (U 3.187-90). And the process of composition—the short gothic stanza that begins to 
form itself in Stephen’s mind in this chapter—is depicted by Joyce as having much to do with 
sounds and their suggestiveness, and rather less to do with the subtleties of sense and syntax. 
Joyce uses a mixture of lexical and nonlexical onomatopoeia to convey the creative process:
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His lips lipped and mouthed fleshless lips of air: mouth to her moomb. Oomb, allwombing tomb. 

His mouth moulded issuing breath, unspeeched: ooeeehah: roar of cataractic planets, globed, 

blazing,  roaring wayawayawayawayaway (U 3.401-04).

This is not necessarily a recommendation of Stephen’s method of poetic creation—the poem 
that results, which we finally get  to read in the “Aeolus” episode (U 7.522-25), turns out to be a 
weak imitation of Douglas Hyde. There can be no doubting Stephen’s pleasure in the production 
of suggestive sound by  mouth and breath, however, and it’s a pleasure that’s not difficult to 
share. Later, he hears in the incoming tide a “fourworded wavespeech: seesoo, hrss, rsseeiss, 
ooos” (U 3.456-57). Here Stephen’s extravagant attempt to represent different  qualities of sound 
by means of nonlexical onomatopoeia (avoiding traditional water-words) is only a partial 
success: the reader can imagine a repeated fourfold sequence of watery noises but can hardly 
read it directly off this sequence of letters. This, I would suggest, is part of the point.

Bloom, too, is interested in the noises made by nonhuman entities: in the newspaper 
printing works he listens to the presses:

Sllt. The nethermost deck of the first machine jogged forward its flyboard with sllt the first batch 

of quirefolded papers.  Sllt. Almost human the way it sllt to call attention. Doing its level best to 

speak. That door too sllt creaking, asking to be shut. Everything speaks in its own way. Sllt. (U 

7.174-77).

And in “Sirens” he meditates on the distinction between sound as music and as noise:

Sea, wind, leaves, thunder, waters,  cows lowing, the cattlemarket, cocks, hens don’t crow, snakes 

hissss. There’s music everywhere. Ruttledge’s door: ee creaking. No, that’s noise. (U 11.963-65)

Both these passages refer back to a sentence near the beginning of  “Aeolus”: “The door of 
Ruttledge’s office whispered: ee: cree” (U 7.50). What we probably took there to be the 
narrator’s nonlexical onomatopoeia turns out to have been Bloom’s, who, in both these latter 
passages, completes the word implied earlier, “cree” becoming “creaking.” (Once again, the 
boundary between lexical and nonlexical is tested.)

But there are far more examples of nonlexical onomatopoeia in Ulysses than can be 
explained by the characters’ explicit interest in the device. Among the other noises represented 
by this means are the following:

pebbles dislodged by a rat: “Rtststr! A rattle of pebbles…. An obese grey rat toddled along the 

side of the crypt, moving the pebbles” (U 6.970-74).

dental floss twanged on teeth: “He took a reel of dental floss from his waistcoat pocket and, 

breaking off a piece, twanged it smartly between two and two of his resonant unwashed teeth.

----Bingbang, bangbang” (U 7.371-74).
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a yawn: “Davy Byrne smiledyawnednodded all in one:

----Iiiiiichaaaaaaach!” (U 8.969-70).

a rap with a doorknocker: “One rapped on a door, one tapped with a knock, did he knock Paul de 

Kock with a loud proud knocker with a cock carracarracarra cock. Cockcock” (U 11.986-88).

a fire brigade answering a call: “Pflaap! Pflaap! Blaze on. There she goes. Brigade! … 

Pflaaaap!” (U 14.1569-71).

And at least five types of bell:

a mass bell: “And at the same instant perhaps a priest round the corner is elevating it. Dringdring! 

And two streets off another locking it into a pyx. Dringadring!” (U 3.120-22).

church bells: “A creak and a dark whirr in the air high up. The bells of George’s church. They 

tolled the hour: loud dark iron.

   Heigho! Heigho!

   Heigho! Heigho!

   Heigho! Heigho!” (U 4.544-48).

a handbell: “The lacquey lifted his handbell and shook it:

----Barang!” (U 10.649-50).

bicycle bells:

“THE BELLS

Haltyaltyaltyall” (U 15.180-81).

and bells on bracelets:

“THE BRACELETS

Heigho! Heigho!” (U 15.4085-86).

Animal cries may demand this type of onomatopoeia, the most famous one being Bloom’s cat’s 
escalating cry: “Mkgnao! . . . Mrkgnao! . . . Mrkrgnao!” (U 4.16, 25, 32). We also hear a 
different sound from the cat: “Gurrhr! she cried, running to lap” (U 4.38). There is a noisy  hen 
in the “Cyclops” episode:

Ga Ga Gara. Klook Klook Klook. Black Liz is our hen. She lays eggs for us. When she lays her 

egg she is so glad.  Gara. Klook Klook Klook. Then comes good uncle Leo.  He puts his hand 

under black Liz and takes her fresh egg.  Ga ga ga ga Gara. Klook Klook Klook (U 12.846-49; see 

also 15.3710).
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In “Circe” the gulls’ cry is rendered as “Kaw kave kankury kake” (U 15.686) and the horse’s 
neigh as “Hohohohohohoh! Hohohohome!” (U 15.4878-79).

The use of playtext format in “Circe” allows even objects to speak (as the cricket-bats 
had in Portrait), and they  sometimes employ nonlexical forms to do so: examples include the 
already-mentioned bracelets and bells (U 15.181 and 4086); a trouserbutton: “Bip!” (U 
15.3441); and a pianola: “Baraabum!” (U 15.4107). Especially colorful are the flying kisses: 

THE KISSES

(warbling) Leo! (twittering) Icky licky micky sticky for Leo! (cooing) Coo coocoo! Yummyyum, 

Womwom! (warbling) Big comebig! Pirouette! Leopopold! (twittering) Leeolee! (warbling) O 

Leo! (15.1272-74).

Human characters also produce nonlexical utterances in the book, though in these cases they can 
be understood to be playing Joycean games themselves, and I shall not discuss them here.5 
Davy Byrne’s yawn is an exception, as an involuntary human sound on a par with the book’s 
farts.6

It is true that some of these examples can, like Molly’s train-whistle, Stephen’s 
wavesounds, and Bloom’s creaking door, be understood as reflecting a mental response to a 
sound rather than the sound itself. It might be Stephen who converts the imagined sound of a 
massbell to “Dringdring! . . . Dringadring,” and Bloom who hears the sound of St. George’s 
bells as repeated “Heigho”s.7  We can’t be sure whether the “Rtststr!” of the rat’s movement 
among the pebbles comes to us via Bloom’s perception or not; what is curious is that the cause 
of the noise—unknown to Bloom when he first hears it—seems to be alluded to in the string of 
letters themselves. In most cases, however, the noise punctuates the progression of the text 
without any  indication that its conversion into the letters of the English alphabet is the 
responsibility of a character. The “sllt” of the printing press might seem to be Bloom’s 
representation at first, but as it interrupts his thoughts at unpredictable intervals it gives the 
strong impression of coming from outside his mental world.

Joyce follows no consistent  rules in constructing his nonlexical interruptions, not even 
self-determined rules. Sometimes the letters he uses suggest the sound they are meant to convey 
quite directly: “barang,” for instance, seems to me an apt equivalent for the sound of a handbell 
rung with a double strike: two syllables with the same vowel to represent the two sounds at the 
same pitch, beginning with a voiced plosive and ending with a nasal as the sound dies away. (It 
also of course suggests the conventional onomatopoeia “bang” and contains the word “rang.”) 
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“Bip,” to take another example, is probably as good a representation of a snapping button as 
more familiar sound-words (such as the word “snap” itself).

At times Joyce is happy  to use a conventional onomatopoeia, such as “thump” for the 
printing machines (U 7.101), “tink” for the diner’s bell in the Ormond hotel (U 11.286), and the 
frequently repeated “jingle” for the sound of Boylan’s jaunting-car (U 11.212)—though the last 
of these is subject to a number of Joycean variations, including “jinglejaunty” (U 11.290), 
“jing” (U 11.457), “jiggedy jingle” (U 11.579), and “jingly” (U 11.606). Other examples use 
conventional words as a basis on which to build: the traditional “miaow” of the cat (which 
Bloom himself uses in addressing his cat [U 4.462]) becomes the unpronounceable “Mkgnao!” 
when uttered by the cat itself (U 4.16), with those even more complicated versions following as 
the animal—presumably—becomes more insistent. There is enough correspondence with the 
conventional word to allow for a pronunciation not too far removed from the traditional one, but 
there is also an invitation to the reader to be more inventive in emulating these feline 
ejaculations. Similarly, the “Klook Klook Klook” of the hen (U 12.846) allows us to hear “cluck 
cluck cluck” but defamiliarizes it by means of the upper case K’s and the double o’s. (Did Joyce 
know the Australian term “chook” for a domestic fowl?) The same switch of letter, without an 
impact on pronunciation but with a distinct shift in associations, occurs when the gulls in 
“Circe” utter not “Caw” with a C  but “Kaw” with a K (U 15.686).

In many examples, however, convincing imitation of a noise seems to be far from 
Joyce’s purpose. Often, as in the case of the train-whistle, the reader needs a pointer to the 
sound being represented. Thus a stage direction specifies the sound made by the nannygoat 
before it is given to us: “(bleats) Megeggaggegg! Nannannanny!” (U 15.3370). The supposedly 
onomatopoeic sequences of letters by themselves hardly suggest  the noise of bleating, and the 
comic absurdity of two very different sequences of letters for the same sound (the second 
clearly derived from the name of the animal) is part-and-parcel of “Circe’s” mad playfulness.

In most cases, Joyce can assume that we know the sound already and that there is no 
point in trying to match the sounds of the language to it. Rather, he takes advantage of the 
traditional license to invent new collocations of letters when imitating sounds to undertake a 
creative deformation and reformation of the words of the language. Thus the gong of the tram 
(perhaps a sound now more familiar to San Franciscans than Dubliners) moves from a 
conventional onomatopoeic word to a surprising sequence that doesn’t seem sonically  accurate 
but is comically suggestive: “Bang Bang Bla Bak Blud Bugg Bloo” (U 15.189). (This is another 
example of the sequence of varied vowels we have seen before, both in Portrait and in Ulysses.) 
There are echoes here, especially in the penultimate “word,” of the “British Beatitudes” listed in 
the previous episode: “Beer, beef, business, bibles, bulldogs, battleships, buggery and 
bishops” (U 14.1459-60), though at  its climax the gong appears to interpolate our hero, just as 
the fearsome sandstrewer bears down on him.8  To take another example, the horse’s neigh has 
been infected by the last word of the previous speaker—both Bloom and Corny Kelleher end 
speeches with “home,” and as if in sympathy, or perhaps mockery, the horse twice follows them 
by emitting its “Hohohohome!” (U 15.4879, 4899). Similarly, the gulls’ “kankury  kake” (U 
15.686) reminds us that Bloom has earlier fed them Banbury  cakes; Major Tweedy’s “Salute!” 
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becomes the retriever’s “Ute ute ute ute ute ute ute ute” (U 15.4752-54); and the bawd’s 
“coward’s blow” mutates into the same retriever’s “Wow wow wow” (U 15.4763-66).

In some examples, particularly in “Circe,” the supposed onomatopoeia is very hard to 
interpret, even though we are given clues to the sound. Would we realize that the retriever was 
“barking furiously” with its repeated “ute”s if it weren’t given as a stage direction? What kind 
of bicycle bell goes “Haltyaltyaltyall” (U 15.181)? Do quoits on a bed really make a sound 
anything like “Jigjag. Jigajiga. Jigjag” (U 15.1138)—or is what is important the association with 
the set of sounds already linked to Boylan’s assignation with Molly, such as “Jiggedy jingle 
jaunty jaunty” (U 11.579)? The sound emitted by the “Dummymummy”— 
“Bbbbblllllblblblblobschb!”—is as obscure as the object emitting it, a “dummy of Bloom, 
wrapped in a mummy” (U 15.3380-81). It’s hard to imagine exactly what noise the gasjet  in the 
brothel makes when it needs adjusting or when struck by Stephen’s ashplant, as these are 
rendered “Pooah! Pfuiiiiiii!” (U 15.2280) and “Pwfungg!” (U 15.4247). And two examples I 
find particularly  puzzling are the twanging dental floss, which sounds far too loud when 
rendered as “Bingbang, bangbang” (U 7.374), and the fire-brigade’s repeated “Pflaap” (U 
14.1569, 1577, 1589), which I can’t connect with any imagined horn or other warning sound.9

Here I would like to assert three further points. First, the significance of the device we 
are considering goes beyond the local pleasures it provides, for Joyce uses many  of these 
examples to link distant parts of the book, capitalizing on their salience and memorability 
within the dense texture of the writing. We’ve already seen how Bloom’s fart at the close of 
“Sirens” receives a response in Molly’s fart near the end of “Penelope,” and how the refrain 
around the words “jingle,” “jaunty,” and “jig” not only extends through much of “Sirens” but is 
recapitulated in “Circe.” “Circe,” in fact, recycles a number of the earlier examples of 
nonlexical onomatopoeia, among them the bells of George’s church (15.1186; also echoed in the 
bracelets’ “Heigho!” [15.4086]), Davy Byrne’s yawn (15.1697), the fire brigade from “Oxen of 
the Sun” (15.1925), the lacquey’s bell (15.3096, 4140), and the clucking of Black Liz (15.3710). 
The complexly patterned architecture of Ulysses is thus built not just out of repetitions of and 
variations upon words and phrases but out of sonic echoes and refrains. Second, there are, of 
course, numerous examples in Ulysses of the intermediate category that lies between full lexical 
onomatopoeia and full nonlexical onomatopoeia: the deformation of words to suggest 
mimetically the sounds or movements to which they refer. Some of our examples lean in this 
direction, as we have noted. “Sirens” in particular relies on such effects for much of its aural 
effectiveness; to give one example, the piano’s “dark chords” are described as 
“lugugugubrious” (U 11.1005). Often it is an already onomatopoeic word that is developed: for 
example, this cadenza on the word “clap”: “----Bravo! Clapclap. Good man, Simon. 
Clappyclapclap. Encore! Clapclipclap clap. Sound as a bell. Bravo, Simon! Clapclopclap”(U 
11.756-58). Third, there are also occasional uses of a perfectly normal word for what seem to be 
purely  onomatopoeic purposes. One example is the moth that flaps against the lightshade in the 
brothel, going “Pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty  pretty petticoats” (U 15.2477). Here Joyce 
seems to be evacuating these words of sense so we can attend to their sounds.
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If we step  back to consider Joyce’s use of nonlexical onomatopoeia in Ulysses as a 
whole, can we make any generalizations about its relation to wider cultural developments? It  is 
tempting to argue that these eruptions of noise into the textual stream are a reflection (or should 
I say echo?) of the new sounds of the early twentieth century—the sounds of mechanization, of 
mechanized war, of automation, of recording instruments themselves. And it is true that Joyce 
was remarkably alert  to new developments in communications media, the references to 
television in Finnegans Wake being the most familiar instance. There’s one striking passage in 
Ulysses in which Joyce perfectly  exemplifies a claim made by  theorists of the cultural shifts 
produced by  the invention of sound recording. Claire MacDonald (2003:2), for instance, notes 
that with the invention of recording techniques “the separation of voice and body changed our 
relationship  to death.” Bloom is indulging in one of his extended meditations in the “Hades” 
episode:

Have a gramophone in every grave or keep it in the house. After dinner on a Sunday. Put on poor 

old greatgrandfather. Kraahraark! Hellohellohello amawfullyglad kraark awfullygladaseeagain 

hellohello amawf krpthsth. Remind yoU of the voice like the photograph reminds yoU of the 

face. (U 6.962-67).

Joyce not only  recognizes the changed relation to death of which MacDonald speaks, but 
through nonlexical onomatopoeia suggests the technological limitations that can turn pathos 
into absurdity, mourning into laughter. These limitations are explicitly  adverted to when “Circe” 
returns to the gramophone: “Whorusaleminyourhighhohhhh… (the disc rasps gratingly against 
the needle)” (U 15.2211-12).

But in spite of this alertness to technological change, I’m not sure a case can be made 
that Joyce’s exploration of the representation of noise through nonlexical onomatopoeia is a 
product of the new sounds he was hearing as he wrote or that he remembered from his 
childhood and youth. For one thing, there would have been a significant difference between the 
urban sounds of 1904 and those of 1922, whether in Dublin or Paris (or Trieste or Zurich). 
Emily Thompson, in The Soundscape of Modernity (2002:117), emphasizes the change over this 
period.10  She notes that “[w]hen Dr. J. H. Girdner catalogued ‘The Plague of City  Noises’ in 
1896, almost all the noises he listed were traditional sounds: horse-drawn vehicles, peddlers, 
musicians, animals, and bells. ‘Nearly every kind of city  noise,’ he reported, ‘will find its proper 
place under one of the above headings.’” By 1925 the sound of the city was very different: an 
article in the Saturday Review of Literature mentions “the motor, the elevated, the steel drill, the 
subway, the airplane.”11  When New Yorkers were polled in 1929 about the noises that they were 
bothered by, only  seven percent mentioned the sounds listed by Girdner in 1896; the ten most 
disturbing noises were all products of the “machine age.” If, then, Joyce was being true to his 
memories of 1904, it is perhaps not  surprising that most of the examples I’ve cited have no 
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Saturday Review of Literature 2, 24 October 1925, p. 1.



particular twentieth-century  association: bells of several kinds (and none of them electric); door, 
doorhandle, and doorknocker; a number of animals; waves, bed quoits, the gasjet, a button. 
Even the machinery we hear in operation does not appear to be recent in origin: the printing 
press, the steam locomotive, the tram gong, the fire-engine (whatever its noise is). Although 
we’re very aware in Ulysses of the technological achievements of the nineteenth century  as they 
manifest themselves in Dublin in 1904—trams, telephones, gas lighting, that gramophone, and 
so on—Joyce’s noises are drawn from a much wider range of sounds. However, it may well be 
that the invention of recording itself, in separating sounds from their origins, made it easier for 
Joyce to indulge in his exuberant aural games.

With very few exceptions, the enjoyment and insight offered by nonlexical 
onomatopoeia in Ulysses are not the product of vivid and precise imitation. Nor has this type of 
onomatopoeia available to it the intensity of signification produced by lexical onomatopoeia—
when the reader experiences the words of the language with unusual forcefulness. What Joyce 
does in the nonlexical arena is to make the inevitable failure of his mimetic sallies a productive 
resource, revealing the language’s own entertaining proclivities and challenging a long tradition 
of aesthetic practice and theorization based on the idea of imitation. It could be said that 
nonlexical onomatopoeia has been marginalized in serious literature (it thrives in the comic 
book genre, of course) because it takes literature’s supposed mimetic function à la lettre and in 
so doing exposes its limits. Instead of letting the world break into the text, nonlexical 
onomatopoeia, in Joyce’s hands at least, reminds us, with comic brilliance, that  the text 
produces a world.

Although the instances of nonlexical onomatopoeia in Ulysses amount to only a 
minuscule proportion of the text, I would argue that they played a crucial part in Joyce’s 
creative development. For it must have been in these playful challenges to the normally  binding 
rules governing the construction of the words of the language that Joyce glimpsed a new way of 
writing. If letters could be strung together with comic effect, if words could be manipulated into 
new shapes and made to flow into one another, would it not be possible to write a whole book 
on this basis? There are many  ways in which Ulysses can be seen to have prepared the ground 
for its successor, but  we should not  overlook the significance of Joyce’s pleasure in the noises 
he could make with nothing more to play with than the twenty-six letters of the alphabet.

University of York
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Where Now the Harp? Listening for the Sounds of Old English 
Verse, from Beowulf to the Twentieth Century

Chris Jones

nis þær hearpan sweg, / gomen in geardum,   swylce ðær iu wæron (2458b-59)1

There is no sound of the harp, delight in courts, as there once were

The way to learn the music of verse is to listen to it. (Pound 1951:56)

Even within an advanced print culture, poetry arguably never escapes the oral dimension. 
For Ezra Pound, whose highly  intertextual epic The Cantos, so conscious of its page appearance, 
could only be the product of such a print culture, poetry was nevertheless “an art of pure sound,” 
the future of which in English was to be the “orchestration” of different European systems of 
sound-patterning (Pound 1973:33). Verbal orchestration is meaningless without auditors; it goes 
without saying that  the notion of oral literature simultaneously implies the concept of aural 
literature. This much is also evident from the very beginning of Beowulf: Hwæt, we Gar-Dena   
in geardagum, / þeodcyninga   þrym gefrunon . . . . (“Listen, we have heard of the Spear-Danes in 
times past, of the glory  of the people’s kings . . . ,” lines 1-2). While the conventionality  of the 
opening might suggest the evocation of a formulaic idiom often associated with oral 
composition,2  the emphasis is clearly on aurality, on hearing a voice. Much work has been done 
in recent decades on the evidence in Old English written texts for a poetics that draws on 
compositional methods derived from an oral culture, either as it had survived into a period of 
widespread literacy, or as it was imagined to have once existed.3  This essay will not directly 
address that valuable rehabilitation of oral-formulaic theory into a more sophisticated 
understanding of early medieval scribal culture, although it will draw on it at times. Rather, I 
wish to pay some attention to the contiguous matter of that emphasis on listening for voice, of 

Oral Tradition, 24/2 (2009): 485-502

1 This and all subsequent references to Beowulf are from Klaeber 1950.

2 For comparable examples of the “listen, we have heard . . .” formula, see the opening of Exodus in Krapp 
1931:91; of Andreas in Krapp 1932:3; and of Juliana in Krapp and Dobbie 1936:113.

3  See, for example, Foley 1991a, 2002; Renoir 1988:157-74; O’Keeffe 1990; Stock 1990; Lerer 
1991:158-94; Doane and Pasternack 1991; espec. Schaefer 1991; Pasternack 1995; and Amodio 2004:33-78 and 
2005.



trying to make a space in the text for audible performance, before moving on to consider an 
analogous impulse in modern poetry and to argue for a new type of textual allusion. A number of 
Old English poems could be used to explore the first idea, but  the present essay will limit itself to 
some observations about Beowulf.

Beowulf is a poem that stages the making and/or performance of poetry on several 
occasions;4  one could say that poetry itself, or its creation, is one of the poem’s major themes. 
Although it is in some ways a self-referential impulse, one hesitates to call this preoccupation 
metatextual, lest that should suggest that Beowulf is concerned to observe and investigate the 
production of poems like itself, that is to say, textual in its usual sense, made of words in their 
written, material form. Our Beowulf, an inscripted text, the product  of a late tenth- or early 
eleventh-century  scriptorium,5  is intrigued by  the sound of oral composition, perhaps as much so 
as modern scholars of early  Germanic verse.6  Through this staging of the voice or voices of oral 
poetry, Beowulf situates itself as listening in to that tradition.7  In doing so, the poem implicitly 
aligns itself with a poetics where transmission and composition are co-dependent, indivisible 
aspects of the same act, just as its opening rhetorical gambit implicates speaking with hearing 
and collocates narrator and audience, suggesting through the plural pronoun that a poet is always 
also a listener, as the second epigraph to this essay makes explicit.

A prime example of this straining to listen for the voice of oral composition occurs in the 
episode that takes place the morning after Beowulf’s victory  over Grendel, when one of 
Hrothgar’s thanes word oþer fand / soðe gebunden (“found other words, truly bound,” 870b-71a) 
in order to tell sið Beowulfes (“Beowulf’s adventure,” 872a). We are informed that the thane 
knows a great deal of traditional material; he is guma gilphlæden, gidda myndig / se ðe ealfela   
ealdgesegena / worn gemunde (“a man full of speech, mindful of poems, who remembered a 
multitude of many old songs,” 868-70a). We are also told that to recount Beowulf’s adventure 
the thane has to wordum wrixlan (“vary  the words,” 874a). Seemingly, then, Hrothgar’s man 
reshapes a stock of familiar material to suit  the new context generated by the occasion. Details 
such as these have sometimes led scholars to the assumption that what we are presented with 
here is a contemporary  or near-contemporary portrait of the oral-formulaic scop (“poet”) at work, 
manipulating his store of formulae in order to extemporize in honor of Beowulf (Creed 1963). 
Seamus Heaney’s translation italicizes lines 884b to 915 of the Old English (lines 883 to 914 of 
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4 Hill 2002 gives an overview of these occasions.  The term “stage,” to describe the poet’s practice in this 
respect, I have adopted from Ursula Schaefer (1991). 

5 While I am relatively confident that there must have been earlier Beowulfs, and that they probably differed 
from the one that survives in the Nowell Codex, I am happy enough with the one we have, without desiring that 
which we do not and cannot have.

6 Jeff Opland (1980a:191) believes that the compositional practices described in Beowulf were once current, 
and therefore not straightforwardly fictional.  Roberta Frank (1993) is skeptical that the depiction of oral poets in 
Beowulf is anything other than a form of medieval historical fiction. Amodio (2005) argues that this and other 
reports of scopic activity are “idealized and fictional accounts of how legendary figures composed vernacular 
poetry” (185). See also Niles 2007:141-87. 

7  On Paul Zumthor’s term “vocality” as the term by which medieval poetry can be described without 
resorting to the binary opposition of a crude “orality vs. literacy” model, see Schaefer 1991:118. On “inscribed” 
verse as “vocalized” and sharing some characteristics with oral poetry, see Pasternack 1995:60-62.



his translation), indicating that he takes them as the tale of sið Beowulfes and regards them as an 
embedded lay, possibly earlier than the surface layer of the poem but in any case in a different 
voice (2002:24).8  Here, then, our Beowulf-poet creates a platform for the voice of an earlier or 
ur-Beowulf-poet, and so, in a sense, locates himself as listening to material even as he transmits 
it. Simultaneously, that ur-poet gives voice to material he has previously heard, making—as he 
must—through transmission, and transmitting by re-making. Beowulf here indulges in some 
fictional navel-gazing, as the written text purports to listen to the putative sound of its oral 
origins, finding there a voice-within-a-voice reshaping previously heard stories and intervolving 
in an umbilical spiral of possibly infinite regress.

Yet even disregarding the fact that the Beowulf-poet is imagining, and perhaps idealizing, 
a fictional oral-formulaic forebear whom he must have imagined to have worked several 
centuries before his own time, it is arguable as to whether we hear the sound or even the sense of 
that spoken composition at all. For a tale that  describes the sið Beowulfes in “other words,” 
varied from the traditionally inherited patterns, such as the Danish thane is presumably meant to 
have told, is precisely what we do not get here.9  Instead we hear a story of the hero Sigemund10 
and of Heremod, an inadequate king, unadapted to Beowulf’s narrative, unless by the innovation 
of making Sigemund a dragon-slayer, an ironic manipulation of traditional material of which 
only the Beowulf-poet at his meta-narrative level, and not the Danish thane in his moment of 
fictional composition, can have been aware. Indeed, there is nothing about this episode 
concerning Sigemund and Heremod to suggest that  it is not in our poet’s voice.11  What appears 
as if it might be the sound of oral composition, captured in script, may be neither more nor less 
than the Beowulf-poet’s writerly manipulation of traditional materials.12
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8 See also his introduction, where he compellingly writes: “For a moment it is as if we have been channel-
surfed into another poem, .  . . I indicate that we are in fact participating in a poem-within-our-poem not only by the 
use of italics, but by a slight quickening of pace and shortening of metrical rein” (xxvi).

9 In this respect Opland seems to me to elide what the text gives us with what the text says it is giving us, 
when he writes that the thane “utters a eulogy in praise of Beowulf. He skillfully rehearses Beowulf’s conquest of 
the monster; he refers to every famous deed of Sigemund that he has heard of; and he reviews the career of 
Heremod” (1980b:32). Griffith notes that the song “is introduced in a misleading fashion” (1995:14),  while Amodio 
comments that “the Beowulf-poet only reports the substance of the poem and does not attempt to present the song 
itself” (2005:196). 

10  Griffith (1995) finds evidence that the portrayal of Sigemund might not have the purpose of 
unambiguously flattering Beowulf by comparison with a legendary hero, as is often assumed to be the point of the 
passage.

11 This is not to say that the episode might not be in the voice of the Danish thane; the nature of medieval 
manuscript textuality, not having the equivalent of modern conventions of punctuation, allows for this kind of 
ambiguity of voicing. But one might argue that it is easier to presume consistency of voice than shift. Griffith argues 
that the Danish scop and the Beowulf-poet “speak with one voice here” (1995:14). Amodio contends that the line 
between the voices of the inner and outer poets “blurs dramatically,” suggesting that the Beowulf-poet “does not 
sharply mark out the conclusion of the fictional scop’s performance, but rather seems to finish it in his own 
voice” (2005:197). It is implied in Amodio’s reading,  then, that the scop’s voice is initially heard somewhere in these 
lines, even if identifying where it ends presents difficulties.

12  Although I call the poem writerly, like many recent critics I assume the influence on Beowulf of 
compositional strategies that result from knowledge of, concomitant contact with, or the archaic residue of an oral 
poetics.



Indeed, what  is striking about  many of Beowulf’s attempts to summon the sound of oral 
composition into its silent world of parchment and ink marks is that the poem seems to bear 
witness to as much anxiety as confidence about the possibility  for success in this respect. 
Arguably, one of the themes Beowulf concerns itself with is the impossibility of realizing in the 
poem’s present a heroic ideal that it locates in the distant past. If one is prepared to assent to this 
statement (and it would not command universal acceptance), one could also note that the most 
fully  actualized performances of oral composition occur earlier in the poem, further back in 
narrative time, and that as the poem drives forward its ability  to make audible the sound of oral 
performance becomes less secure. This, then, would be to acknowledge that a general pattern of 
narrative thrust can be followed in several threads of the poem simultaneously, whereby various 
forms of cultural anxiety become amplified over the course of the poem, and that treatment  of 
orality and aurality in Beowulf is synecdochic of its broader concerns.

Even in the poem’s earlier movements, however, there are intimations that the 
soundscape of its putative golden age is under threat and its horizons are difficult to defend.13 So 
although it  is reported to us that in Heorot þær wæs hearpan sweg, / swutol sang scopes (“the 
sound of the harp was there, the sweet song of the scop,” 89b-90a), and the poet’s creation song 
is reported to us over the next eight lines, we have already  been told that the poem has an 
ominous auditor who is ellengæst (“a courageous creature,” 86), a listener in the darkness who 
dogora gehwam   dream gehyrde / hludne in healle (“heard each day  the loud joy in the hall,” 
88-89a). As this creature’s listening to the performance is closely  linked to his painful suffering 
(earfoðlice / . . . geþolode, “painfully . . . he suffered,” 86-87), and since his first attack on 
Heorot immediately follows the account of the creation song, it is hard not  to assume that it is the 
sound of the performance that prompts Grendel’s campaign of violence.14 Grendel’s behavior is 
the antithesis of the ideal for an auditor of traditional verse; on hearing the sounds of oral 
performance he threatens to destroy the very arena of its production.15  Beowulf dreams of a 
world of primary orality, but it does so fitfully and uneasily.

Sounds of oral performance in Heorot are projected again in Beowulf: at lines 496a-97b 
before Hunferth’s challenging of Beowulf (and possibly immediately  afterwards, at 611-12b); at 
1063-1160b, when Hrothgar’s scop tells his lay of Finn and Hengest; and at 2105-14 when 
Beowulf appears to describe the aged Hrothgar telling gyd (“song”) in his own court. Space does 
not permit a full examination of each of these episodes; it  can only be suggested that while on the 
one hand the Beowulf-poet is keen to fix the sounds of performance in Heorot within a network 
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13  That joy always turns to sorrow in the poem has long been recognized as an almost structural aspect of 
Beowulf. See, for example, Andersson 1980. 

14 Opland (1980a:192-93) makes this assumption. While I acknowledge the possibility of his argument that 
the activities of harping, singing,  and narrating are here (and elsewhere in Beowulf) carried out by separate 
individuals, I accept the consensus view that one actor is performing these roles here.

15 We have already been alerted, of course, to the fact that that arena is fragile and impermanent; no sooner 
had the Beowulf-poet recounted the construction of Heorot than he revealed that its fate is to be destroyed in surges 
of hostility and hateful fire (heaðowylma . . . / laðan liges, 82b-83a). This in turn attunes us to one of the recurring 
patterns of the poem (possibly eschatological in conviction): that creation is always at the opposite end of an arc that 
curves towards destruction. The scop’s creation song, then, invites its own silencing.



of shared, positive communal values,16  on the other hand the poem’s outer audience has been 
alerted to that of which the poem’s inner audience is unaware, namely the precariousness of the 
auditorium. The poem’s outer audience is also made aware of the dramatic ironies that are set 
echoing with each performance (such as the juxtaposition of Hildeburh’s fate with Wealtheow’s 
hopes when the story of Finn and Hengest is told). The last example sees a slight modulation of 
the nexus of associations that are brought into the text around the performance topos. For while 
Hrothgar’s poem-telling is accompanied by hearpan wynne (“joy of the harp,” 2107b), as one 
might expect, Beowulf also tells us that the king’s spell (“story,” 2109b) was sarlic (“mournful,” 
2109a), and that as he proceeds to cwiðan  (“lament,” 2112b), Hrothgar’s hreðer [in]ne weoll 
(“heart surged within,” 2113b). Another chain of transmission is unwinding here, moving 
backward into what remains only  tenuously within living memory and will soon become the 
distant heroic past as Beowulf revisits and revoices the aged Hrothgar’s own nostalgic return to 
the memories of his youth.17

We are therefore already prepared for the more dramatic shift of emphasis that occurs 
with regard to the performance topos in the last third of the poem. As the poem tacks course into 
its more overtly elegiac home run, the noise of harp and scop are invoked only to note that they 
are inaudible, that their sounds, along with the pleasures they connote, have vanished echoless 
into the past. The poem often ventriloquizes these laments for poetry through digressive or 
otherwise embedded episodes, and these add a layer of distance to the articulation of poetic 
inexpressibility. Nevertheless, whereas the poet once distanced or doubled himself in order to try 
to actualize the aural trace of poetic utterance within the text (however fraught or problematic 
that attempt might be), the poet now doubles and distances himself in order to affirm the 
difficulty with which that trace can be heard and preserved. So, in the so-called “Lay of the Last 
Survivor,” we are told: Næs hearpan wyn, / gomen gleobeames (“There is no joy from the harp, 
delight of the glee-beam,” lines 2262b-63a).18 While the Beowulf-poet mouths these words in the 
voice of the last member of an otherwise extinguished community, surveying all aspects of its 
material and cultural expression before they pass forever from meaningful remembrance, it is 
hard not to hear this direct speech as also expressing the poet’s attitude toward a heroic past 
already slipping beyond recall; one utterance is over-mouthed by a second voice, adding a kind 
of harmonic texture to the topline. Similarly, when Beowulf contemplates his imminent death, he 
does so with reference to Hrethel’s grief at the accidental killing of one of his sons by another, a 
grief he in turn compares to that of the father of an executed son. For such a man, we are told: nis 
þær hearpan sweg, / gomen in geardum,   swylce ðær iu wæron (“There is no sound of the harp, 
delight in courts, as there once were,” 2458b-59). Here, as elsewhere, the poet is practicing a 
technique whereby  one utterance is layered over with the perspective of several possible 

� LISTENING FOR THE SOUNDS OF OLD ENGLISH VERSE 489

16  On the poet’s collocation of performance and joy in Denmark, and the subsequent invocation of this 
network of associations to note their absence in Geatland, see Opland 1980a:197-99. On the performance of the 
Finnsburg episode in this respect, see Clark 1990:78-79. 

17 On nostalgia as a driving engine of the Anglo-Saxons’  own construction of oral poetry, as a return to what 
never was, and as an impulse “oriented towards a conflicted present,” see Niles 2007:179. 

18  On the “Lay” as another example of the staging of oral composition and a voice with no auditor,  see 
Thormann 1992.



speakers. What results is a blurring of the focalizer (or should one say  vocalizer?), or at least the 
simultaneous co-existence of several focalizers, a method that allows the utterance to become 
free of its immediate context, enabling it  to speak to and of the wider concerns of the poem as a 
whole: Beowulf is preoccupied with the difficulty  of hearing the sound of the harp as it was once 
practiced—with delight—in heroic courts. For a poem that may have its own origins in oral 
composition for aristocratic patrons, or at least a poem that encourages us to believe those are its 
origins, this amounts to self-referential anxiety about the continuation of a cultural tradition 
within which the textual poem wants to be read. The final note of this motif is sounded towards 
the end of the Geatish messenger’s proclamation of Beowulf’s death, when one of the details that 
metonymically betokens the passing of a heroic age along with the hero is that nalles hearpan 
sweg / wigend weccean (“Not at all [shall] the sound of the harp wake the warriors,” 3023b-24a).

Although this anxiety about the possibility  of hearing the sound of oral performance can 
be accounted for aesthetically as expressing an aspect of the poem’s wider thematic concern with 
the continued ductility  of heroic ideals, it can also be contextualized in light of the historical and 
cultural situation in which the poem found itself. For what the Beowulf of the Nowell Codex 
witnesses is the encoding of certain ideas about traditional storytelling and -retelling, the nexus 
of making and transmission that has been previously  mentioned, within and through the 
technology of script. In its deployment of various traditional formulae, and its tapping of what 
John Miles Foley  (1991a) has termed the “immanent art” of traditional oral cultures,19  Beowulf, 
although textual and produced by a scribal culture, wants to be read, or rather heard, within the 
context of an oral tradition. It hopes its readers are knowledgeable of the idioms of such a 
culture; it hopes its readers are also hearers, as competent in the one medium as they are in the 
other. By the time our text was produced, close to the turn of the millennium, such a hope may 
have come to seem faint, or at least less certain. What room is there in the scriptorium for the 
harp?20  Nis þær hearpan sweg, / gomen in geardum,   swylce ðær iu wæron might be seen as a 
motto for a number of the concerns both within and outside of the text.

Literary  history has proved that Beowulf had good reason to be apprehensive about the 
continuing audibility of the sounds of Old English verse; for several centuries its music was 
almost entirely unheard,21 and it was not until the twentieth century that working poets regularly 
began to investigate and stage those sounds again in their own verse, as the Beowulf-poet had 
done perhaps a millennium or so earlier. During the nineteenth century there were one or two 
notable exceptions; Tennyson’s translation of The Battle of Brunanburh performs the rhythms of 
Old English as he understood them to have operated from the account given by Sharon Turner: 
fitful and predominantly falling, in measures similar to the trochaic and dactylic feet of standard 
accentual-syllabics (see Ricks 1987; Turner 1807; Eggers 1971:217). Instances such as this are 
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19 For a distillation of some of these ideas, see Foley 2002:109-24.

20 Roy Liuzza (2005) writes compellingly on this and other aspects of the poem’s own sense of belatedness. 
Niles speculates that anxiety “in some circles regarding the loss of a former heritage” was experienced as a result of 
the Benedictine monastic reform of the tenth century (2007:151-52). 

21 See Frank 1993 for an overview of William of Malmesbury’s twelfth-century fantasies in this respect, as 
well as of the editorial attention Old English poetry received before the nineteenth century. For more detail on this 
latter topic, including the editing of poems not recognized as such, see Plumer 2000.



relatively isolated, however, and in general the interest in Old English in the nineteenth century 
is philological rather than acoustic. It is Ezra Pound’s translation of The Seafarer, first  published 
in 1911, that  changed this state of affairs.22  As Michael Alexander has remarked, “though the 
sense of [Pound’s] ‘The Seafarer’ bears no consistent relation to the sense of the original, the 
sound of ‘The Seafarer’ is an authentic if new kind of translation” (1998:75).

Pound’s version of the Old English Seafarer is really  an exercise in the construction and 
projection of a voice, a voice articulated through an approximation of the sounds of Old English 
verse, sounds that continued to fascinate him throughout life,23  as his unpublished essay  “The 
Music of Beowulf” demonstrates.24 In brief, Pound’s three major developments from Old English 
meter are as follows. First, he allows syllables with primary and secondary  stress to fall 
proximately, as they  could in the Old English half-lines that Eduard Sievers’ system of “five 
types” describes as C, D, and E verses (even though Pound does not observe the “rules” about 
where these consecutive stresses may  fall in a line).25  Consecutive stresses are rare in pre-
twentieth-century  accentual-syllabic English verse—the occasional spondee being the nearest 
equivalent. Second, Pound favors rhythmical patterns that are predominantly  falling 
(corresponding to trochaic and dactylic feet in standard accentual syllabics), just  as Sievers’ type 
A is the most commonly occurring pattern in Old English. And third, he frequently  juxtaposes a 
line or half-line in one pattern (whether falling, rising, clashing, and so forth) with one of 
different character, as was common practice in Old English verse. In addition to these three main 
effects, Pound also elides a number of linguistic particles from his verse, typically  articles (as 
Old English was able to do), thereby paring his syntax of many of the unstressed syllables 
required in modern English, compacting his lines further, and increasing the likelihood of 
stressed syllables becoming consecutive. A high concentration of newly coined compound 
words, some calqued on Old English models, has a similar effect. Furthermore, Pound peppers 
his verse with alliteration, not in strict imitation of Old English patterns, but with enough density 
to give an impressionistic sense of the richly woven consonance of Old English poetry. This 
acoustic texture is distinct from that heard in nineteenth-century verse (except perhaps in the case 
of the then scarcely-read Hopkins) and clearly audible (Pound 2003:236-37, lines 32-39):

Neareth nightshade, snoweth from north,

Frost froze the land, hail fell on earth then

Corn of the coldest. Natheless there knocketh now

The heart’s thought that I on high streams
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22  Pound’s “The Seafarer” was first published in The New Age (1911) and reprinted in Poems and 
Translations (2003). For the text of The Seafarer, see Krapp and Dobbie 1936:143-46. 

23  I have analyzed the rhythmic composition of these sounds in Jones 2006.

24 “The Music of Beowulf” typescript is at Yale, Beinecke Library, Ezra Pound Papers, YCAL MSS 43, Box 
69, Folder 3045. It was first noticed in Robinson 1982. The essay was finished on 8 December 1928, according to an 
unpublished letter to his father of that date,  held in Beinecke Library, Ezra Pound Papers, YCAL MSS 43, Box 61, 
folder 2696.

25  The “five types” model of Old English meter was first set out in Sievers 1885. Good introductory 
accounts of the model can be found in Scragg 1991 and in McCully and Hilles 2005.



The salt-wavy tumult traverse alone.

Moaneth alway my mind’s lust

That I fare forth, that I afar hence

Seek out a foreign fastness.26

Pound’s “Seafarer” performs the sounds of Old English poetry within a new medium, “making it 
new,” making, that is, by transmitting. 27

This carrying over, or translation, of a verbal soundscape from Old English into modern 
English does not end in Pound’s “Seafarer,” however. Rather, similar aural patterns are heard in 
“Canto I,” a poem that begins Pound’s epic by  returning, through a spiral of possible beginnings 
for the tradition in which it desires to be read, in search of an origin myth for itself. Thus the 
poem retells a story from Homeric epic, the putative beginnings of European poetic tradition. 
Furthermore, Pound selects that section of the Odyssey that was traditionally held to be the oldest 
of the Homeric material, the “Nekuia” or “Book of the Dead,” in which Odysseus himself visits 
the shades of the dead in order to be able to begin his voyage anew. Pound tells this material 
(incidentally  out of Andreas Divus’ Renaissance Latin translation, refracting Homer through 
another cultural myth of new beginnings and origins) in a voice derived “from the early Anglo-
Saxon” Seafarer, a voice characterized by its spiky cadences formed around consecutive stressed 
syllables, variable but  frequently  falling rhythms, weightily coined compound words, and liberal 
alliterative pointing. In speaking the matter of one possible literary origin (Homeric epic) 
through the sounds of another (an example of the earliest surviving English poetry), “Canto I” 
enacts a return to roots and indulges in what might be termed “poeto-genesis” just as much as 
Beowulf does in its portrait of the Danish scop.

As I treat at  greater length elsewhere (Jones 2006:44-49), this account of the echoes of 
“The Seafarer” (and so of The Seafarer) in the aural fabric of “Canto I” is adumbrated.28 What I 
wish to suggest here is that Pound, by listening to the sounds of Old English and retransmitting 
them through his translation and compositional praxis, makes available an idiom to subsequent 
poets that we might  tentatively liken in some respects to the kind of traditional, idiomatic 
language in which oral-formulaic singers and their audiences are assumed to be competent. 
When, in an oral, residually oral, or orally imitative text, a formula such as under harne stan is 
uttered,29  or a motif such as “the beasts of battle” is given voice,30  a listener fluent in the text’s 
idiom is assumed to import to the poem at this point knowledge of the whole tradition—of all his 
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26  For a recording of Pound reading “The Seafarer,” see http://writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/Pound.html. 
For the impact of early radio and sound recording on the textuality of modernist poetry, see Weiss 2002.

27  According to “Canto LIII,” the Chinese Emperor Tching Tang had the ideogram for “make it new” 
engraved on his bathtub (Pound 1990:265). Pound adopts the slogan as his own, using it as the title of a collection of 
his essays (1934).

28  For an account of spondaic sound effects in “Canto XLV” also being derived from Old English, see 
Brooke-Rose 1976.

29 See Beowulf, 887b, 1415a (as the variant ofer harne stan), 2744b.

30 See Beowulf, lines 3024b-27.

http://writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/Pound.html
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or her previous encounters with that formulaic phrase or motif. In doing this, the phrase or 
passage will become invested with an idiomatic significance beyond that of the words’ 
immediate context. Listeners/readers will understand that the hero is about to step beyond the 
familiar world of the real and into a realm of possibly supernatural danger (Swisher 
2002:133-36), or that  imminent slaughter in battle is being presaged.31  If these expectations are 
not met by the poem, the listener/reader will then understand that a traditional meaning has been 
invoked in order for the familiar to be bent into a new shape. This is unlike the kind of 
individuated, one-to-one correspondence that  readers are invited to seek out in more literary 
intertextual allusions of the kind made by Eliot to Dante, for example, in The Waste Land; here a 
reader is invited to locate an exact source for the intertextual reference. According to the 
paradigm assumed to operate with oral “intertextuality,” a whole tradition or corpus is touched 
and tapped into by  the individual work when it deploys a formulaic pattern or scene. Foley 
(1991a, 1995) describes this contact as working metonymically: a detail or a part signals a 
whole. The pattern or scene is a switch through which the specific and particular is brought into a 
wider, traditional context. This invocation and implication of a meaningful cultural context by 
deployment of traditional metonymic idiom is what Foley terms “immanent art.”32

Twentieth-century poets writing in English and disseminating their work chiefly through 
the medium of print are of course not  workers of a traditional oral-formulaic idiom such as Foley 
refers to with the term “immanent art.” While acknowledging this, and not wishing to flatten out 
the enormous differences that exist between a poet participating in an oral culture and a poet like 
Ezra Pound, it is still true that for many print poets, verbal utterance, audible manifestation of 
voice, is the dreamed-of entelechy  of the text.33  An aural structure can itself be invested with 
meaning, although this meaning is cultural rather than lexical. When a density of aural effects 
such as consecutive stressed syllables and word-compounding, alliteration, falling rhythms, and 
varied cadences are given voice, the total resulting acoustic gauze may be so strongly suggestive 
of the sound of Old English verse that a whole canon of Old English poetry  may be implied to lie 
behind or beyond the local poetic utterance, analogous to the way in which traditional meaning is 
summoned into an oral or quasi-oral text by the invocation of a specific idiom. Of course, the 
exact composition of a whole canon of Old English poetry  will itself vary from reader to reader, 
according to the nature of the individual’s fluency in that tradition; for most twentieth-century 
readers who have had some experience of that tradition, it will likely  have consisted of Beowulf, 
the elegies of the Exeter Book (The Seafarer, The Wanderer, The Wife’s Lament, and so on), The 
Dream of the Rood, The Battle of Maldon, and perhaps a few others such as the Exeter Book 
riddles, and it may have consisted of modern translations of those poems (including Pound’s) as 
well as, or instead of, edited original language texts of the Old English poems. To borrow some 
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31 For example, see Bonjour 1957 and Stanley 2000.

32 See note 19, as well as, for an illustration of how the metonymic dynamic of immanent art operates on a 
pars pro toto basis, Foley 1991b:42. 

33  Perhaps the most explicit expression of this position comes from the poetry and prose of Basil Bunting 
(1966), who wrote (but later also qualified) “the sound, whether it be in the word or notes, is all that matters” (cited 
in Forde 1991:76). For a recording of Bunting reading from “Briggflatts,” the most significant work he composed 
from this position, visit http://www.poetryarchive.org/poetryarchive/singlePoem.do?poemId=7500.

http://www.poetryarchive.org/poetryarchive/singlePoem.do?poemId=7500
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of the ideas and terminology of Foley’s “immanent art,” an aural register (here, one reminiscent 
of Old English) is the code or switch that can provide access to the implications inherent in an 
absent body of literature (in this case, Old English poetry).

To illustrate how this contiguity between a twentieth-century poem and the Old English 
tradition might be established through corporealization of a soundscape and what the effects of 
this might be, consideration will be given to two post-Poundian compositions:34 “The Voyages of 
Alfred Wallis” by W. S. Graham (2004:87) and “Spacepoem 3: Off Course” by Edwin Morgan 
(1990:268-69). Graham and Morgan have been chosen in part because they both studied the aural 
ecosystem of Old English poetry: Graham at Newbattle College in 1938-39 (Lopez 1989:2), and 
partly through Pound’s translation of The Seafarer—a poem he cites as an influence on his long 
poem The Nightfishing (Snow and Snow 1999:366-67)—and Morgan at the University of 
Glasgow, between 1937 and 1947 (interrupted for five years by the war) under Ritchie Girvan, 
using, among other texts, the ninth edition of Henry Sweet’s Anglo-Saxon Reader in Prose and 
Verse (Jones 2004:47).35 One must be knowledgeable of an idiom before one can manipulate it.

Graham unmistakably contours the opening lines of “The Voyages of Alfred Wallis” 
according to the soundscape of Old English verse (87):

Worldhauled, he’s grounded on God’s great bank,

Keelheaved to Heaven, waved into boatfilled arms,

Falls his homecoming leaving that old sea testament,

Watching the restless land sail rigged alongside

Townfulls of shallows, gulls on sailing roofs.

The striking opening neologism, compounded from two monosyllables that  would 
normally carry full stress (the second here demoted to secondary stress by being yoked to the 
first), sounds Anglo-Saxon, although it has no direct precedent there; adjectival compounds 
formed from a noun as first-element and an adjective as second-element were common in Old 
English, although adjectival past participles as the second element were much less common.36 
Followed by “he’s grounded,” the compound “Worldhauled” initiates a pattern of falling rhythm 
in the first half-line of the poem, rhythmically identical to a phrase such as “Grey-haired he 
groaneth” in Pound’s “Seafarer,” and akin to the pattern of Old English cadence that  Sievers 
described as “Type A.” A rising rhythm in the second half of the line counterpoints the opening 
movement and could be performed as a “Type B” if “great” is demoted in stress; other readers 
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34 There is, in fact, a richness of material in this vein. Any number of poems discussed in Strange Likeness 
by Pound, Auden, Morgan, and Seamus Heaney could have been used here, as well as, for example,  Richard Wilbur 
(2004:261-62) or W. S. Merwin (1956:11). Something of a tradition of poems invoking an Old English soundscape 
exists in the twentieth century.  I am not happy with my previous discussion of Morgan’s “Spacepoem 3” (Jones 
2006:150 and 173). I have not previously written about Graham’s “Alfred Wallis” at any length.

35  Also private correspondence with the author, 2 May 1997 and 2 February 1998. For further details see 
Jones 2006:124-26.

36  Given Graham’s obsessive wordplay and his interest in language itself as subject,  it is hard not to see 
“worldhauled” as a paranomastic calque from wordhord, the Old English compound metaphor for a poet’s 
vocabulary, the “word-hoard” that the poet is said to unlock in Widsith (Krapp and Dobbie 1936:149).
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may voice the final syllables as three consecutive stresses, a rare effect in traditional accentual 
syllabics but precedented in Pound’s “Seafarer” and “Canto I,” where the motif is sometimes 
deployed at the end of a line in phrases such as “ice-cold sea,” “hail-scur flew,” and “bronze 
lance heads.”37  Rhythmically, the poem’s opening half-line is echoed precisely by “Keelheaved 
to Heaven” at the start of line two. Reiterating the hook in this way draws the ear’s attention to it 
more insistently  and to its construction from newly  compounded material, redolent with Anglo-
Saxon plangency  (similar Anglo-Saxonesque compounds are coined later in the poem: 
“prayerspray,” “seagreat,” “shipcry”).

Elsewhere in these opening lines, falling rhythms predominate, contrived where 
necessary  by inverting standard modern English word order and placing verb before subject 
(“Falls his homecoming”), as was possible in Old English (e.g., nap nihtscua, line 31 of The 
Seafarer, or Pound’s appropriation of the structure in his “Seafarer”: “Waneth the watch”). This 
preponderance of falling rhythms in the poem, of cadences that would have to be described as 
trochaic and dactylic in the terminology  of traditional accentual-syllabic analysis, drawing as it 
does on the sounds of early English verse, contradicts the commonly  voiced view that  there is a 
linguistically iambic essentialism inherent to the English language.

While Graham does not deploy alliteration as a structural principle, as in Old English 
verse, there is an impressionistic sense of the device here, in the density  of consonantal 
patterning on /h/, /g/, /r/, and /s/, similar to Pound’s freer experiments with the sound-system of 
Old English poetry  in “Canto I” (although here also coupled with assonance). These same aural 
effects are voiced throughout the poem; in particular, the text often weights its prosody with 
consecutive stressed syllables, sometimes drawing attention to their sound by alliteration: “stone 
sailor,” “black boats,” “loud limpet.” Pointing proximate stressed syllables with alliteration in 
this way is a device not required in Old English half-lines of the C, D, and E types, but  is 
possible when those patterns occur as the first half-line, or verse, of a line.

It is, of course, impossible to write of the aural texture of a poem without also writing 
about its lexical and morphosyntactic qualities; in the above analysis, description of falling 
rhythm and consecutive stress necessitates discussion of word choice and word order. It might be 
claimed that Graham’s deployment of Anglo-Saxonisms in this poem is as much linguistic as it  is 
phonic, an assertion that cannot be denied only because it is always true of language. The point I 
wish to make, however, is that  out of language—the material from which the poem is constructed
—an Anglo-Saxonist mesh of sound is created, and that soundscape, which we might think of as 
an aural allusion, an allusion in sound, has a meaning, the operation of which we might liken to 
the traditional meaning Foley  describes with the term “immanent art.” For the invocation of the 
aural ecosystem of Old English verse puts “The Voyages of Alfred Wallis” into conversation with 
that body  of literature, at least  as it was commonly understood, mediated, and transmitted in the 
middle of the twentieth century. That is to say, a corpus of heroic and elegiac verse that would 
include The Wanderer, The Seafarer, Beowulf, The Battle of Maldon, The Dream of the Rood, as 
well as other lyrics and elegies from the Exeter Book, is brought to bear on Graham’s “Voyages 
of Alfred Wallis,” itself an elegy for the Cornish painter who died in 1942.
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37  That Pound is fond of double consecutive stressed syllables,  especially at the ends of lines, is well 
established. See Brooke-Rose 1971:89 and Kenner 1991:192-94.



Themes characteristic of Old English verse, such as the loss of companions, the transitory 
nature of human comfort and achievement, as well as certain allegorical patterns of 
understanding, such as an ocean-going passage towards safe harbor representing the journey of 
the Christian soul towards God, are brought into contact with Graham’s poem through its 
strategy of voicing the world. We might even be justified in bringing into conjunction with 
“Voyages” specific scenes from certain Old English poems, such as the funeral ship  in Beowulf 
(lines 26-52) or the unconsoling cries of the seabirds heard by  the wineleas guma 
(“companionless man”) of The Wanderer (Krapp and Dobbie 1936:134-37, lines 45-48), who 
does not yet enjoy the mercy of God, in contradistinction to the subject of Graham’s poem, 
towards the end of which “the gulls wade into silence.” Claiming allusion to specific passages on 
the basis of aural influence may be considered too tendentious by some, but the more general 
point that the themes and motifs of Graham’s poem are embedded within a body of English 
poetry  from the distant past, and given a sense of historical depth, through the poem’s weaving of 
a music that reminisces for the sounds of Old English (much as Beowulf does for the sounds of a 
distant, heroic oral culture) holds good. Old English poetry and “The Voyages of Alfred Wallis” 
are allowed to percolate each other through the thin film of voiced sound.

Edwin Morgan’s re-performance of an Old English soundscape in “Spacepoem 3: Off 
Course” is not as linguistically outré as Graham’s. Rather, the poem is constructed out of two-
stress noun phrases that constantly vary  in lexical content while repeating the same syntax. 
Rhythmically, then, the poem is formed from units of the same weight as the Old English half-
line, although their cumulative effect is more monotonous than most Old English verse. The 
aural likeness of these noun phrases to Old English half-lines is visually emphasized by their 
layout—two units to the line, with a gap of extra white space between them, as modern editions 
set out Old English verse (Morgan 1990:268):

the golden flood     the weightless seat

the cabin song     the pitch black

the growing beard     the floating crumb

the shining rendezvous     the orbit wisecrack

the hot spacesuit     the smuggled mouth-organ

As the poem progresses, its component adjectives and nouns recur, split from their original pairs, 
and reform into new combinations, until the poem reaches its end (269):

the floating lifeline     the pitch sleep

the crawling camera     the turning silence

the space crumb     the crackling beard

the orbit mouth-organ     the floating song.

Language, like all matter, whether it exists in page-space or outer space, is limited in its 
constituent parts but infinite in the permutations possible from its own resources; it constantly 
renews itself by  returning to its elements, just as this futuristic science-fiction poem returns to 
Old English rhythms to project itself into an imaginary future. As already noted, the poem does 
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not imitate Old English verse patterns in any strict  sense. Indeed, being written in Modern 
English, it cannot. Rather it takes a line, or tradition, and traces the evolution and deviation of 
that tradition, of its course from the distant past into the future, and of its going “off course” over 
time. This distortion of the trajectory of a sound system is enacted visually, as the Old English-
influenced line literally shifts off course, or deviates from its origin, just over halfway  through 
the poem (269):

the cabin sunrise     the hot flood

the shining spacesuit     the growing moon

   the crackling somersault     the smuggled orbit

   the rough moon     the visionary rendezvous.

Again, the invocation of the Old English poetic soundscape brings this poem into a contiguous 
relationship  with the whole corpus. The Old English topos of the sea voyage, evident in Beowulf 
as well as The Seafarer, is inevitably brought to bear on our reading of Morgan’s poem, a poem 
that arguably is a vessel itself, made in, from, and for language: a song that finally proclaims 
itself to be, like a ship, “floating” (flota is a term used for Beowulf’s ship in lines 210b, 218a, 
294b, and 310b). Themes from Old English poetry such as the need for exploration, both inner 
and outer, are rewritten as perennial, while the space-poet, whose gaze encompasses the “turning 
continents,” echoes the rhythmical patterns uttered by his ancestor, the fictional Anglo-Saxon 
poet Widsith, the “far-traveler,” who boasts of having spent time among every  tribe of the world 
as it was known to him (Krapp and Dobbie 1936:149-53).38

Both “The Voyages of Alfred Wallis” and “Spacepoem 3” are products of a highly 
evolved print culture, but both poems also desire to be voiced, in their approximations, 
imitations, and echoes of the Old English soundscape; they foreground their aural structure 
(Morgan’s poem partly by deploying the visual signals made available through the medium of 
print) and beg to be uttered. Without Old English being directly  quoted, but by  its sounds being 
ventriloquized, the unspoken corpus finds voice, and the unstated is made present. Naturally, 
these sounds are not authentic reproductions of the aurality of Old English verse; they  are 
refractions, deviations, mediations: sounds evolved “off course.” But we have already observed 
that Beowulf itself does not capture the authentic sounds of oral performance except through the 
same processes. If the auditors of “Alfred Wallis” and “Spacepoem 3” recognize the soundscape 
that is being evoked, a richly  suggestive interpretative context is implied for these poems, and a 
conversation starts to open up  between the present and the past. “Alfred Wallis” and “Spacepoem 
3” voice themselves into a network of Old English traditional scenes and common thematic 
materials that  become part of the poems’ matrix of meaningful intertextuality, or, to adopt 
Foley’s language for talking about  traditional idiom, these poems resonate with extratextual 
meaning, the allusion not referring to any specific intertext, but rather implying a whole corpus.

What I am suggesting, then, is that  a type of allusion is operating here that  has not 
previously  received proper recognition. These poems initiate or trigger an aural allusion, an 
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38  In Morgan’s poem “The Sputnik’s Tale” (2007:40), the conceit of the artificial satellite as a modern 
“Widsith” (“Far-traveler”) is made explicit. 
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allusion in sound, not between two texts or passages at the specific and local level but between 
one individual poem and a larger body of work. That body differs in its mode of textuality from 
the trigger poem; it is a body of traditional and formulaic poetry produced by a scribal culture 
marked by  oral practice, which has been subsequently canonized, stabilized, and reified by 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century editors according to models of textuality that emerge from 
print culture. In this respect the aural allusion differs markedly from Foley’s model of immanent 
art, which describes the relationship between tradition and a component part of that tradition. 
Clearly, twentieth-century poems initiating an aural allusion to Old English do not belong to that 
triggered tradition. Indeed, if they did, the whole need to describe the phenomenon of aural 
allusion would not arise at all; rather, by deploying the tradition’s conventional sound effects, 
they  would be straightforwardly participating within that tradition. For this cross-corpus aural 
allusion to operate effectively, the triggering poems need their readers to be competent in the 
tradition they  invoke; they need their readers to hear and recognize the aural weave and to know 
something of what has previously been voiced in it. In these respects the poems operate in ways 
not dissimilar to Beowulf. We have here two twentieth-century poems of the printed page that 
wish to be heard against the background noise of Old English poetry as recovered by modern 
editors. Beowulf is a late tenth- or early  eleventh-century product of a scribal culture that  wishes 
to be heard within the context of an oral tradition, as remembered, witnessed, or imagined by the 
book-learned. It seems that the narrator of Beowulf need not have been so anxious about the 
possibility of the sounds of the harp being audible in the courts of the future; “harp” is also a 
blues nickname for the harmonica, or mouth-organ, and there is one of those smuggled into the 
cabin of Edwin Morgan’s “Spacepoem.”

University of St. Andrews
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Sounding Out Homer: Christopher Logue’s Acoustic Homer

Emily Greenwood

This article presents a case study on sound effects in Christopher Logue’s adaptation of 
Homer’s Iliad, a project that began when Logue adapted Achilles’ fight with the river Scamander 
from book 21 of the Iliad for BBC radio in 1959. Logue’s Homer has been worked, performed, 
and reworked for almost fifty  years (1959-2005). Albeit the result of accident rather than design, 
the prolonged time-span for publication has produced a complex publication history, with 
Logue’s Homer poems circulating in different print versions and simultaneously  existing as 
audio recordings (both on LP and CD) and live performances. Within the poems themselves, the 
stress on sound and music suggest that these performances should inform the meaning of the 
printed text, leading to a complex interdependence between the written and spoken word.1

Translation and the Living Word

Several twentieth-century translators have been acutely conscious of the potential 
ephemerality  of their translations. Asked about his criteria for translating Homer,2  Robert 
Fitzgerald stressed the importance of the living language as a means to engage the reader’s 
imagination (Frank and McCord 1984:50):

One wanted the English to be, as I’ve already said,  fully alive. That this should be so, the 

colloquial register of the language had to enter into it. How far should you go with colloquialism? 

Would slang be useful? Answer: practically never. One would avoid what was transient in speech. 

The test of a given phrase would be: Is it worthy to be immortal?

Whereas Fitzgerald’s approach to producing a translation of Homer that is alive privileged 
diction, his fellow translator, Robert Fagles, stresses the dramatic quality of the Homeric epics 
and, correspondingly, the importance of performance for his translations of Homer.3  In an 
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1 The distinction that I draw here between “written” and “spoken” word is one of medium: graphic medium 
versus phonic medium. See Österreicher 1997:191-92.

2 Fitzgerald’s translation of the Odyssey was published in 1961 and his Iliad in 1974.

3 Fagles’ translations of the Iliad and Odyssey were published in 1990 and 1996, respectively.



interview conducted in 1999, Fagles illustrated this conception of Homer as performance by 
quoting the dictum, from Alexander Pope’s “Preface to the Iliad of Homer” (1715), that “Homer 
makes us Hearers,” adding that  one of the most important things for the translator is “to capture 
the dramatic sense that Homer conveys” (Storace 1999:152). Elsewhere in the interview Fagles 
reveals that his preferred metaphor for the relationship  between the translator and the source text 
is that of an actor and the role that he has to play (156). This commitment to performance is born 
out by  the success that his translations have achieved as audiobooks, read by  the actors Derek 
Jacobi (Iliad) and Ian McKellen (Odyssey).

Stanley Lombardo, another contemporary translator of Homer, combines the approaches 
of both Fitzgerald and Fagles in order to produce a “living” translation.4 On the subject of poetic 
register, Lombardo has said that  he subjects the diction of his translations to a “fifty-year” rule. 
According to this rule, the diction of a translation should hold good for fifty  years in either 
direction: that is to say  that the language should sound readily  intelligible and natural to 
imaginary  audiences projected fifty years back into the past as well as to imaginary audiences 
projected fifty years into the future.5  At the same time, Lombardo also echoes Fagles in the 
importance that he assigns to performance as a medium for translation. His translations of the 
Iliad and Odyssey were composed with an ear for performance, with feedback from actual 
performances informing the progress of his work.6  In addition, he has also recorded audio 
versions of his Iliad and Odyssey (Parmenides Publications, 2006; reviewed in Mulligan 2007) 
and continues to perform his translations in front of live audiences, animating these 
performances with subtle but powerful percussion to accompany the stress patterns of the spoken 
voice. With Lombardo, even more so than with Fagles, the reader who reads the text in ignorance 
of its potential for performance is deprived of the all-important soundtrack.

The mention of percussion brings us back to Christopher Logue, the most musical and 
sound-conscious of Homer’s contemporary  adaptors. In fact, music has become a byword for 
Logue’s Homer, which is now referred to as War Music (1981), a title that initially referred to a 
single sequence of the poem (Books 16-19 of the Iliad). Even the arresting titles of the last two 
installments (All Day Permanent Red [2003] and Cold Calls [2005]) bear the subtitle “War 
Music continued.” Logue’s adaptation of the Iliad meets both the anti-ephemerality clause and 
the dramatic performance clause established by other translators. His adaptation has 
inadvertently spanned almost fifty years, and as a work in progress it has consequently been 
updated with cultural references to an ever-changing present. Interviewed in the Sunday 
Telegraph (March 6, 2005) to coincide with the publication of Cold Calls, Logue revealed to the 
reviewer that his poet’s workshop is littered with newspaper cuttings that he might use in his 
Homer adaptations—the example given is helicopter blades setting off car alarms (Farndale 
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4  See Lombardo’s comments on “living poetry” and “living speech” in the “Translator’s Preface” to his 
translation of the Iliad (1997:xiii). Lombardo’s translation of the Odyssey was published in 2000.

5  Considered during Lombardo’s discussion with the audience during a reading at Haverford College, 
November 18, 2006.

6 See Lombardo 1997:x-xi on the significance of performance for his translation of the Iliad, devised as a 
“performance on the page for the silent reader” (x).



2005:28).7  But leaving aside such obvious interventions of the changing world in which he 
writes, Logue’s earliest Homer adaptations have stayed new because contemporary  referentiality 
and language are blended effortlessly  with the diction and sound patterns of English literature 
across several centuries: Chaucer is present, as are Chapman, Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, Keats, 
and Pound.

If I have started by  situating Logue’s work in the context of translations of Homer, it  is 
not because his Homer is a translation in the strict sense of the word, but because translations of 
Homer have been his constant companions throughout the composition of War Music.8  In 
Logue’s own words, War Music is “a dramatic poem in English based on my  reading of 
translations of the Iliad” (Farndale 2005:26). In the context of sound effects, what interests me 
most is the extent to which Logue’s Homer displays aural fidelity to the original text, insofar as 
such fidelity is possible in another language, at the hands of a Greek-less adaptor. In this context 
it is important to note that Logue enjoyed vicarious proximity  to the Greek texts through line-for-
line transliterations of the Greek text produced by the classicist Donald Carne-Ross,9  as well as 
through listening to classicists vocalize Homer’s Greek text for him so that he could hear the 
sound patterns of the Homeric hexameter.

Logue’s Soundscape

Logue is not just an adaptor of Homer who is attuned to the quality of sound in poetry, 
but one who has extensive experience of poetry as song and the setting of poetry to music (see 
Greenwood 2007:158). He is a poet who in the 1950s and ’60s collaborated with jazz musicians 
in setting his lyrics to music, resulting in releases such as Loguerhythms: Songs from the 
Establishment, featuring lyrics that he wrote to be sung at the London nightclub, The 
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7 Logue has followed this practice from the outset; in his biography he recalls how he set about his first 
adaptation of Homer,  entitled “Achilles and the River,” constantly turning over the episode in his head and adding to 
it “from a different part of the Iliad, or for that matter, from the day’s newspaper” (1999:222).

8 “The strict sense of the word”—by which I mean translation that is governed by strict criteria of fidelity. 
However, it is notoriously difficult to establish a normative definition for translation. Translation theory 
acknowledges a vast spectrum of approaches to translation and,  in turn, these different approaches warrant different 
criteria for judging the success of any given translation. Earlier editions of Logue’s Homer poems were marketed as 
“free adaptations” or “translations.” For example, the dust-jacket for the 1962 Scorpion Press edition of Patrocleia is 
subtitled “Book XVI of Homer’s Iliad adapted by Christopher Logue,” with the addition of the adverb “freely” on 
the frontispiece (“freely adapted”). The 1967 edition of Pax, published by Rapp & Carroll, bears the subtitle “Book 
XIX of The Iliad translated by Christopher Logue” on the frontispiece.  Later editions ceased to be marketed as 
translations; instead, the poems began to carry the disclaimer that this was not a translation “in the accepted sense of 
the word” in their prefatory material (see the Introduction to the 1981 edition of War Music). For further discussion 
of the impact of translation on the reception of Logue’s Homer, see Underwood 1998b:56-68 and Greenwood 
2007:150-58.

9 Logue recalls asking Carne-Ross to produce cribs of the Iliad for him “à la Greek,” with “Greek word 
order” (1999:223).



Establishment, which hosted a cabaret.10  The centrality of sound to Logue’s oeuvre is borne out 
by the fact that a compilation of his poetry, jazz lyrics, and adaptations of Homer has been 
released as a set of seven CDs entitled Audiologue.11

In the twentieth century, discussions of sound in translations of Homer tended to 
concentrate on questions of meter, which was one of the cornerstones of Homeric translation for 
Matthew Arnold.12 However, this overwhelming focus on meter has tended to displace the other 
sound effects that are found in Homer and his translators. In the case of Logue, these sound 
effects include rhythm, rhyme, sound cues (see the word “thock” below), and the resonance of 
words both within and across lines through effects such as assonance, consonance, and 
alliteration.

Sense follows sound throughout Logue’s Homer. Consider the following example, taken 
from his version of the speeches in the embassy to Achilles in Cold Calls. Logue has Achilles 
terminate the embassy with these lines, which meditate on the offense caused to him by 
Agamemnon’s expropriation of his concubine, the captive Briseis: “I did not / Applaud his sticky 
fingers on my she’s meek flesh” (2005:43). The sound effects in this line make the image of 
Agamemnon pawing Briseis tangible, as the consonance of “sticky” and “meek,” and of “she” 
and “flesh,” suggest the friction of contact. Phonetically, the effort of articulating this line (the 
plosive phonemes in “applaud” at the beginning of the line, and the fricative phonemes s and h) 
re-creates the tension between the two men and Achilles’ distaste at envisaging Agamemnon with 
Briseis. Although this is not a direct translation of any  line in the Iliad, it accurately 
communicates the gist of Achilles and Agamemnon’s exchanges over Briseis.13 

There is a paradox at the heart of Logue’s Homer. Reading poetry  aloud is a dying 
practice, as are the arts of elocution and declamation, yet  his Homer preserves and perpetuates 
these institutions. In fact, to call War Music poetry, which it manifestly  is, is to gloss over its 
peculiar properties. At a time when, for many  readers, the experience of poetry does not 
necessarily imply the accompaniment of the spoken voice, it is important to stress the phonic 
dimension of Logue’s Homer. War Music is a hybrid text, not just in its imitation and 
manipulation of visual media such as still photography and film, but also in its inventive use of 
typography  to cue the voice and script performance. Logue’s textual practice, with its profound 
phonic affinity, assigns a full role for the speaking voice over and above the demands of meter, in 
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10  See Logue 1999:282. Loguerhythms was released by Transatlantic Records in 1963, with Annie Ross 
singing Logue’s lyrics and music from the Tony Kinsey Quintet.

11 Loguerhythms is the seventh CD in this set.

12 “On Translating Homer” (lectures delivered in Oxford, November 3 1860-January 26 1861; published in 
1861). In addition to meter, the other aspect of sound that Arnold highlighted was the “rapidity” of Homer. This 
preoccupation with rapidity is evident in many twentieth-century translations of Homer. See, for example, Richmond 
Lattimore’s “Note on the Translation,” published as part of the prefatory material for his well-received translation of 
Homer (1961:55): “My aim has been to give a rendering of the Iliad which will convey the meaning of the Greek in 
a speed and rhythm analogous to the speed and rhythm I find in the original.” Haubold (2007:36) points out that this 
“Arnoldian framework” also influenced Milman Parry’s research into the composition of oral poetry, leading him to 
identify rapidity as one of the most important features of bards’ oral performances.

13 See, e.g., Homer, Iliad 9.335-57.



a way that is reminiscent of Shakespeare’s dramatic art and the rhetorical flair of Milton’s verse, 
both of whose blank verse he echoes. Logue’s rhythms are emphatically not Homer’s rhythms.

In spite of the immense cultural and historical distance that separates them, it is helpful to 
introduce an analogy between the orality of Homeric epic and the significance of the spoken 
word in Logue’s poetry. In the case of Homeric epic, although the oral-derived, traditional status 
of the Iliad and Odyssey is not disputed, a great deal hangs on the participle “derived,” as it  is 
impossible to establish the precise relationship between the textual versions of the epic that are 
read today and putative, original oral performances. As scholars routinely note, the Homeric 
epics are incontrovertibly textual.14 Rather than reading transcripts of a performance or hearing a 
genuine oral linguistic register, readers of Homeric epic are confined to looking for performance 
cues, for hints of oral traditions, and scrutinizing the text on the page in the hope of decoding the 
poem’s communicative economy.15 In Logue’s case we are dealing not with orality, but rather the 
tradition of poetry as collaboration between text and voice. Logue’s Homer circulates as a 
written text and the written word is fundamental to the process of poetic creation. However, 
without sound the potential of his Homer is unvoiced.16  This is confirmed by a comment that 
Logue made about the fundamental importance of performance for poetry  in the context of a 
discussion about the role of poetry readings: “The Literary  voice is a fabrication. In verse, sound 
and sense are inextricable. Read silently, or aloud, poems perform” (1999:242).17  Similarly, 
writing about the rhythmic properties of the Homeric hexameter, Ahuvia Kahane has suggested 
that “even in writing this rhythm remains an event: it calls for a speaker/reader/hearer [. . .] it is a 
performance” (1997:111).

The importance of sound as a function of poetry is not in itself remarkable, but Logue 
privileges sound effects to a degree that is rare in contemporary poetry outside of the spoken 
word performance circuit. This is where the analogy  with Homeric epic proves useful. In an 
article on the textualization of traditional oral works, John Miles Foley starts with the practice of 
Dennis Tedlock’s transcription of the songs of a Native American tribe, the Zuni, which he 
describes as a process of “mapping the oral event onto an augmented textual surface designed to 
bear more and different kinds of meaning than the conventional printed page” (Foley 1997a:2). 
According to Foley, Tedlock’s approach to converting the Zuni songs into print employs a set of 
visual, typographic cues that result in an oral supplement to the printed text, amounting to “the 
overdetermination of the reader’s activity” (idem).
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14  The bibliography on this subject is huge. For a brief and accessible summary see Bakker 2003.  On the 
tension between text and oral tradition in Homer epic more generally, see Foley 1991, 1997b, 1999, 2002:22-57, and 
Haubold 2007:espec. 41-44.

15 Foley 1991 and 2002:109-24. See Österreicher 1997:207: “What exactly is the oral in oral poetry?” For 
an insight into different conceptions of the relationship between orality and performance, see the essays in Bakker 
and Kahane 1997.

16  See Steiner 2002:6: “War Music is conceived for the ear and many of its splendours only unfold when 
read aloud.”

17 Cf. also Underwood 1998b:82.



Similarly, readers of War Music are confronted with a poem written not  just with the 
spoken voice in mind, but with performance in mind as well.18  Logue’s Homer has a rich 
performance history, ranging across radio, CD, and stage.19 Its success on stage, whether read by 
the poet or actors, or adapted and performed by theatre companies, is a testimony to Logue’s 
dramatic art.20 As with Homeric epic, so with Logue, the poet’s verbal art cannot be disentangled 
from performance. The layout of his poem is often likened to a script, with the very  deliberate 
alternation of text and blank space controlling the pace at which the reader moves through the 
text, signaling performance.21  In fact, Logue’s Homer contains a veritable soundscape; to the 
sound of the dramatic voice we can also add music, insofar as his language strives to reproduce 
both visually and aurally (on the page and in the ear) the music of war.

Echoing Homer

I propose to develop  this discussion of sound in Logue by exploring what he does with a 
single simile from Book 16 of the Iliad. In the interests of the pace of his narrative, Logue has 
cut many  of the similes in the Homeric episodes that he has chosen to adapt.22 However, in those 
that he retains, he typically supplements the details present in Homer and maximizes the play  on 
the senses that is a feature of the most vivid Homeric similes. In the early  editions of his Homer 
adaptations (Patrocleia, 1962 and Pax, 1967), the similes were printed in italic font in order to 
mark a change of pause or lull in the narrative. This is how he reads the similes when you listen 
to the audio version of the poem: as a pause for breath that allows the listener to gather their 
senses and to punctuate the narrative with a vivid interlude. Following Logue, Lombardo 
employs this convention of rendering similes in italics and performing them in a different 
register (1997:x):

In performance, I found myself isolating the similes somewhat and marking them—pausing a little 

before and after,  changing the voice, dropping any percussion I may have been using—in order to 

bring out their quality as poetic events distinct from the poetry of the narrative and speeches. I 

508 EMILY GREENWOOD

18  See Hardwick 2004:346-49 on performance poetry in Logue and other contemporary adaptations of 
Homer.

19 On the performance history of War Music, see Underwood 1998a:61 and 1998b:82.

20  At a recent colloquium in celebration of Logue’s work, participants were treated to a performance of 
parts of War Music by members of the Old Vic Theatre School (Institute of Greece, Rome, and the Classical 
Tradition, University of Bristol, November 7, 2007). I was intrigued to learn that Bristol Old Vic currently uses 
Logue’s Homer to introduce first-year drama students to the rhythm and cadences of blank verse.

21 See the reflections of Liane Aukin on the recording of War Music: “Logue’s musicality reminds us that 
words not only convey everyday meaning but are a notation. The punctuation, gaps between the lines, the length of a 
line, the changes of font indicate changes of pace, of tone, of variations in pitch and volume and, at times, of 
silence” (Logue 2001b:9).

22 For a recent discussion of Logue’s “assimilation” of Homeric similes, see Taplin 2007:181-84. See also 
Underwood 1998a:62-64.



found that the narrative resumed with a kind of quiet power after a simile had been given full 

attention in this way, and that the audience’s engagement with the performance was deepened.23

The simile that I examine here occurs in Book 16 of the Iliad, and compares the noise 
produced by the Greek and Trojan forces fighting over the body of the Lycian warrior Sarpedon, 
an ally of the Trojans, to the crashing noise that arises in a mountain glen as two woodcutters fell 
trees (Iliad 16.633-37). To put Logue’s version in context, I quote the Greek text (passage 1), 
followed by Martin Hammond’s straighter prose translation of the simile (passage 2), before 
giving Logue’s simile (passage 3) in three different versions—the 1962 version (a), the 
1981/2001 version (b), and the audio recording (c):

1. Homer Iliad 16.633-37

 tw`n dæ  w{~ te drutovmwn ajndrw`n ojrumagdo;~ o[rwren
ou[reo~ ejn bhvssh/~, e{kaqen dev te givgnetæ ajkouhv,
w}~ tw§`n o[rnuto dou§po~ ajpo; cqono;~ eujruodeivh~
calkou§ te rJinou§ te bow`n tæ eujpoihtavwn,
nussomevnwn xivfesivn te kai; e[gcesin ajmfiguvoisin.

  
2. Hammond 1987:286-87

Then like crashing that arises in the glens of a mountain when woodcutters are at work, and the 

noise can be heard from far away, so from the wide-wayed earth rose up the thud and clash of the 

men’s bronze and leather and well-made ox-hide shields, as they thrust at each other with swords 

and double-pointed spears.

3. Logue 1962:27 and 2001a:159

(a) 1962 edition of “Patrocleia”

Try to recall the pause, thock, pause,

Sounds that are made when axeblades follow

Each other through a valuable wood.

Though the work is going on on the far

Side of the valley, and the axeblows are 

Muted by a mile of clear, still standing air,

They throb, throb gently in your ears.

And occasionally you can hear a phrase

Spoken between the men who are working

More than a mile away, with perfect clarity.

Likewise the sounds of 

Spear against spear, shield against shield, shield
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23  Compare Martin 1997:144 on the rhythmic properties of Homeric similes, which “punctuate the 
narrative, giving it an almost musical rhythm and providing episodic definition.”



Against spear around Sarpedon’s body. 

(b) 1981/2001a edition of “Patrocleia”

Try to recall the pause, thock, pause,

Made by axe blades as they pace

Each other through a valuable wood.

Though the work takes place on the far

Side of a valley, and the axe strokes are 

Muted by depths of warm, still standing, air, 

They throb, throb, closely in your ear;

And now and then you catch a phrase

Exchanged between the men who work

More than a mile away, with perfect clarity.

Likewise the sound of spear on spear,

Shield against shield, shield against spear

Around Sarpedon’s body.

c) Sound Clip taken from Logue 2001b, CD 5, track 13

In Logue’s adaptation, the nouns denoting sounds in the Homeric simile (orumagdos, akouê, and 
doupos)24 are amplified in the evocative phrase “pause, thock, pause,” which conveys the stilted 
rhythm of the axe-fall and also alludes to the pace of the poem and the pauses in the reading 
voice. 25  The axe-strokes are “muted” and “throb, throb” in your ear; then, to the sense of sound, 
Logue adds touch—the “warm, still” air. Further amplifying the sound effects in the Homeric 
simile, he adds voices—snatches of the woodcutters’ conversation—to the sound of the axes in 
the Homer.

Notwithstanding his dependence on English translations of Homer, it is important to be 
alert to Logue’s capacity to mimic the sound effects of Homer’s Greek, which he gleaned by 
listening to classicists such as Donald Carne-Ross and Jasper Griffin read out Homeric 
hexameters. In the last three lines of Logue’s version of the following simile, the sibilance of 
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24 orumagdos (“noise” or “sound”); akouê (“hearing” or “sound heard”); doupos (“thud” or “dull noise”).

25 Logue echoes this simile in miniature elsewhere, where he uses the sound effect “thock” to describe the 
noise of war—“Arrows that thock,” and describes the Greek warrior Bombax taking heads “Like chopping twelve-
inch logs for exercise” (2001a:177).

http://journal.oraltradition.org/issues/24ii/greenwood#audio1


Logue’s verse seems to echo the last line of the Homeric simile “nussomenôn xiphesin te kai 
egchesin amphiguoisin” (Iliad 16.637), which contains five sigmas that conflict with the hard, 
clashing consonants x (xi), k (kappa), c (chi), and g (gamma) to produce the sound of metal on 
metal:

Likewise the sound of spear on spear,

Shield against shield, shield against spear

Around Sarpedon’s body.

If we look at the two different versions of Logue’s adaptation of this simile, we see that 
references to sound are less obtrusive in the revised version, published in the 2001 edition of War 
Music (previously published in 1981). In the 1962 edition there is more explicit, aural 
vocabulary: the noun “sounds” in the second line, the verb “hear” in the eighth line, and the 
participle “spoken” in the penultimate line. These three words have dropped out in the revised 
version, which is no less audible but more discreet in its use of aural vocabulary. The 1962 
version also employs the device, referred to above, of rendering the similes in italics: typography 
mimics the acoustic design of the poem as spoken word, signaling that the voice should slip into 
another, quieter, slower register. 

In Logue’s lines not only do we have the internal echo (the rhythm “pause, thock, pause” 
of the woodcutter’s strokes corresponds to the sound of “spear on spear,” “shield against shield,” 
“shield against spear”), but the chosen sound effects also echo previous translations, leading to 
the amplification of Homer in another, intertextual, sense. In his “Author’s Note” at the 
beginning of War Music, Logue (2001a:vii) tells the reader that when he started out he relied on 
five famous translations of the Iliad [George Chapman (1611), Alexander Pope (1720), Lord 
Derby (1865), A. T. Murray (1924), and E. V. Rieu (1950)].26  His mention of these translators 
clearly  establishes that the composite history  of the Iliad in English translation is the source for 
his own adaptation, rather than a putative Homeric Greek original.27

Garry Wills has suggested (2003:xv) that there is a debt to Chapman in Logue’s version 
of the simile, although he does not say where the debt lies. I think he must be referring to the fact 
that Chapman slows down the course of the simile by pausing to dwell on the felling of the trees, 
which he describes in two different ways for emphasis: “chopping, chopping still” and “laying on 
on blocks and trees” (1998:339): 

And then, as in a sounding vale (neare neighbour to a hill)

Wood-fellers make a farre-heard noise, with chopping,

 chopping still,

And laying on on blocks and trees: so they on men laid lode,

And beate like noises into aire both as they stroke and trod.
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26 See Underwood 1998a:passim, but espec. 56-57; and Hardwick 2004:347-48.

27 Armstrong (2005:176) discusses the theoretical implications posed by translations, whose “source text” is 
“a whole series of previous translations with perhaps only some input from the ‘original,’ or even none at all.”



In Chapman’s version the anadiplosis of “chopping, chopping still” and “laying on on blocks and 
trees” also slows down the verse. Similarly, Logue’s “pause, thock, pause” halts the flow, as does 
the highly idiosyncratic detail of the “valuable wood” in the third line. I have debated the 
significance of this adjective with several audiences and have received a number of suggestions; 
whatever the rationale behind Logue’s choice of this particular word, by  the time the reader/
listener has stopped to think about it, “valuable” has done its work in pausing the narrative.

The detail of the “axe strokes” (present in the 1981/2001 text of “Patrocleia,” but not  in 
the 1962 text) arguably takes after Chapman’s description of the warriors, like the woodcutters, 
striking with their weapons (“as they stroke and trod”). While the pace of Logue’s simile may 
derive its pace from Chapman’s version, the ternary unit “pause, thock, pause” simultaneously 
winks at Pope’s “Blows following blows.” It is also in Pope’s translation that the sound effects 
are most explicit: Pope’s verse realizes the sound effects in Homer, performing the echo between 
the tenor of the simile (the thud / doupos of the weapons), and the vehicle (the sound / 
orumagdos of the woodcutters) (1906:329; Book 16, lines 766-72):

And thick and heavy sounds the storm of blows.

As through the shrilling vale, or mountain ground,

The labours of the woodman’s axe resound;

Blows following blows are heard re-echoing wide,

While crackling forests fall on every side:

Thus echoed all the fields with loud alarms,

So fell the warriors, and so rung their arms.

Pope’s couplets bristle with sound-effects: the “shrilling vale” and the “crackling forests,” as 
well as the internal echo: “the labours of the woodman’s axe resound”—a sound effect that itself 
resounds in the next line in the participle “re-echoing” and subsequently in the line “Thus echoed 
all the fields with their loud alarms.” Matthew Arnold judged Pope’s rhyming couplets to be an 
alien intervention that highjack the movement of the poem by pairing lines that are independent 
in the original, changing the movement of the poem (1960:106). However, in this instance I 
would argue that the rhyming couplets are felicitous in that they  enhance the very sound patterns 
that are present in both the form and the content of the lines. The rhymes call to each other, 
promoting the echo.

Commentators on this passage in Homer remark on its highly visual nature. For example, 
Richard Janko suggests that the detail of the sound carrying (hekathen de te gignet’ akouê) 
“implies an observer; in fact both we and Zeus are watching” (1992:391). I would argue that this 
simile has a metapoetic function as well: the echo of the sound suggests the potential of the scene 
to travel to remote audiences, listening to the performance of the poem and visualizing these 
images in their minds’ eye. Through evoking a familiar sound-image, the Homeric narrator 
bridges the distance between the war at Troy  and the world of his audiences. Similarly, Logue 
situates the audience in the poem, with the detail that  the axe strokes “throb, throb, closely in 
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your ear.”28  He is not alone in doing this; Robert  Fitzgerald also imports the audience into the 
poem by translating the phrase hekathen de te gignet’ akouê (“the sound is heard from far away”) 
as “the echoes ringing for listeners far away” (Fitzgerald 1974:292).

There are interesting analogies to be drawn between the performativity  of Logue’s simile 
and the cultivation of intimacy between speaker and listener in Homeric similes. In Logue’s 
adaptation, the second-person pronouns (“your ear… you catch”) and the instruction “Try  to 
recall” directly involve the reader/audience in the creation of meaning, linking the poem to their 
experience. Drawing on cognitive theory, Elizabeth Minchin has identified this “cultivation of 
intimacy” as one of the functions of the Homeric simile (2001:138). Foley  suggests a different 
yet complementary approach; in a discussion of the role that figurative language can play in  
oral-derived poetry, Foley argues that the pivots in Homeric similes (typically “so,” “as,” and 
“like”) can be read as performance keys29 in that “they alert the audience to the nature of what is 
transpiring and tell them how to take it” (2002:88). Whereas Minchin stresses the cultivation of 
intimacy through the evocation of shared experience, making the simile and the text within 
which it is embedded more memorable to poet  and audience alike, Foley emphasizes how these 
similes that demand the audience’s attention constitute an important part of the poem’s 
communicative economy.

In this simile from Book 16, both Homer and Logue cue their readers/audiences into an 
episode in the poem through a rich soundscape in which particular sound-bytes may serve as a 
hook to the reader. This is not a natural soundscape, since in both Homer and Logue the sound 
effects of poetry are the product of rhetorical and poetic traditions;30  but the reality effect—the 
idea that the simile contains fragments of everyday experience—is an important part of the way 
in which the poets communicate with their audiences.

Conclusion

My discussion of this simile from “Patrocleia” has stressed the importance of 
performance in Logue’s poetry, not merely  as part  of the history  of the text but  also as a guide to 
how to make sense of the poem through frequent performance cues. In conclusion, I will suggest 
that this simile is also typical of the way in which Logue hints at the performative force of his 
Homer poems. In the simile considered here, he reflects on the success of his own sound effects, 
claiming the quality of “clarity” for the voices of the woodcutters (2001a:159):

And now and then you catch a phrase

Exchanged between the men who work

More than a mile away, with perfect clarity.
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28 See Taplin 2007:182 on Logue’s characteristic use of the second-person pronoun.

29 For the concept of “performance keys,” see Bauman 1977:15-25.

30  In the case of Homer this rhetorical and poetic tradition is lost to us and must be constructed 
retrospectively.



The reference to the reader/audience (“you catch”) hints that Logue’s own words transmit these 
voices “with perfect clarity.”31  We can compare this wink at the poem’s own performance with 
the end of Cold Calls, which is also where War Music ends.32 Logue concludes his version of the 
embassy to Achilles with two striking lines in which the verbally  challenged warrior Ajax quotes 
Shakespeare (2005:44):

Lord, I was never so bethumped with words

Since first I called my father Dad.33

 
These two lines epitomize the force of Logue’s Homer and his instinct for judicious 
compression, embodying the character of the Homeric Ajax in just two lines, or indeed in the one 
word “bethumped.” How appropriate that Ajax should physicalize the effect of language in this 
way. And last  but not least, these lines articulate for the audience the pleasure of reading and 
hearing Logue’s poetry, an experience that leaves this reader, at  any  rate, bethumped with the 
power of words.34

Yale University
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