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Abstract—Many Asian languages, such as Korean and Japanese,
are well-known for their wide use of sound symbolic words or
ideophones. This is a very particular characteristic which enriches its
lexicon hugely. Ideophones are a class of sound symbolic words that
utilize sound symbolism to express aspects, states, emotions, or
conditions that can be experienced through the senses, such as shape,
color, smell, action or movement. Ideophones have very particular
characteristics in terms of sound symbolism and morphology, which
distinguish them from other words. The phonological characteristics
of ideophones are vowel ablaut or vowel gradation and consonant
mutation. In the case of Korean, there are light vowels and dark
vowels. Depending on the type of vowel that is used, the meaning will
slightly change. Consonant mutation, also known as consonant ablaut,
contributes to the level of intensity, emphasis, and volume of an
expression. In addition to these phonological characteristics, there is
one main morphological singularity, which is reduplication and it
carries the meaning of continuity, repetition, intensity, emphasis, and
plurality. All these characteristics play an important role in both
linguistics and literature as they enhance the meaning of what is trying
to be expressed with incredible semantic detail, expressiveness, and
rhythm. The following study will analyze the ideophones used in a
single paragraph of a Korean novel, which add incredible yet subtle
detail to the meaning of the words, and advance the expressiveness and
rhythm of the text. The results from analyzing one paragraph from a
novel, after presenting the phonological and morphological
characteristics of Korean ideophones, will evidence the important role
that ideophones play in literature.
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1. INTRODUCTION

DEOPHONES are a vivid representation of an idea and

sensation in sound. It is a word, often onomatopoeic, which
describes a predicate, qualificative or adverb in respect to
manner, color, sound, smell, action, state or intensity.

Ideophones are also considered as marked words that depict
sensory imagery [1]. When defining these words, keywords
such as: depict, describe, represent, sensory imagery,
expressivity or mimesis are crucial. For example, the
ideophone mallang-mallang (2'&2'g) in Korean describes the
sensation a person receives when touching something which is
very soft and tender. This word produces the same sensation in
the listener as the representative Fig. 1. In this way, ideophones
help listeners to perceive sensations and ideas that could only
be felt through other senses: sight, smell, taste or touch.
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Fig. 1 Visual explanation of the word mallang-mallang

II. CATEGORIES

Ideophones in both Korean and Japanese are divided into
three categories: phonomimes, phenomimes and psychomimes.

A. Phonomimes

These words are commonly known as onomatopoeia, which
is expressed as giseigo in Japanese and uiseongeo in Korean.
Phonomimes mimic sounds, such as the sound of heavy rain or
a dog’s bark.

B. Phenomimes

Phenonimes, known as gifaigo in Japanese or eifaeeo in
Korean, are words that describe conditions, movements, states
or forms. Therefore, they express ideas or impressions from
senses that are not related to the sense of hearing: sight, smell,
taste or touch.

C. Psychomimes

Physhomimes, known as gijogo in Japanese, depict
psychological states, feelings or emotions. There is not a
specific term in Korean for this category, although it is as rich
in psychomimes as Japanese [2], [7].

III. PHONOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The Korean language has a well-defined system of vowel
harmony in which vowels are traditionally grouped into three
categories: light, dark and neutral vowels [3], [4].

TABLEI
KOREAN VOWELS [9]

Light @, Foa), + (o), +h (wa), 10 (yo), H(ae), H(yae),
vowels

1] (oe), i (wae)
Dark 1(e0), 1(yeo), T (), ™ (wo), T (yu), — (ew), (o),
vowels

1 (ve), Tl (wi), I (we), - (ui)
Neutral | (])

Light vowels express brightness, lightness, sharpness,
thinness, and smallness, while dark vowels give opposite
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feelings, such as darkness, heaviness, dullness, thickness,
quickness or bigness. [5]

According to vowel harmony, dark vowels can never be used
together with light vowels, and vice versa.

A. Vowel Ablaut

Vowel ablaut, also known as vowel gradation, is one of the
most common characteristics of ideophones in terms of sound
symbolism. It consists of a systematic variation of vowels in
order to slightly change the meaning of that word. For example,
the ideophone banjjak (£/%}, which is formed by light vowels,
suggests something small and light that shines; while the
ideophone beonjjeok ( #/%), where the light vowels have been

changed into dark ones, depicts something big and heavy that
shines.

(2) (b)

Fig. 2 Visual explanation of the difference between banjjak (2% (a)
and beonjjeok ( #/%) (b)

An additional example that proves the difference of meaning
when using light vowels versus dark vowels is the ideophone
morak-morak (2522) -formed by light vowels and mureok-
mureok (£2/22) -composed of dark vowels. While the first one
illustrates the way a small amount of smoke rises up quickly in
the air, the second one describes the way a large amount of
smoke rises up continuously, as is the case of smoke produced
and emitted by big factories. Furthermore, the ideophone tong-
tong (£5), which is composed by light vowels, describes a
person who is plump or chubby in a positive way. However, on
the contrary, the ideophone tung-tung (&), which contains
dark vowels, points out a person who is overweight, and
contains a negative connotation that adds criticism and cruelty.
In this way, due to its semantic detail, vowel ablaut can cause
slight changes to the meaning of what is expressed.

(a) (®)
Fig. 3 Visual explanation of the difference between morak-morak

(2 &2 E)) (a) and mureok-mureok (-7 &2 Z) (b)

B. Consonant Mutation
Consonant mutation, also known as consonant ablaut,

changes gradually the meaning in terms of intensity. Korean
has a three-step shift from the lenis or simple consonant, to its
fortis, or reinforced form, and to its aspirated form. We can
distinguish these into simple, intensive, and paraintensive; with
the subjective impression conveyed by such forms being
progressively more emphatic. [4]

TABLE II
KOREAN CONSONANT MUTATION [9]
. - C H A x
Simple

(9] (d (b) ) ()

. m C HH A pos
Intensive

(kk) (tt) (pp) (ss) )

= E o x

Paraintensive -

() ® ®) (ch)

An example is the ideophone kkam-kkam (Z7Z), which is
formed by the intensive consonant kk (77), and manifests a state
of darkness. However, kam-kam (Z+Z}), which is composed by
the paraintensive consonant k (=), depicts a state that is even
darker than kkam-kkam (Z°Z). Consequently, the ideophone

kkam-kkam (%) may be used in a context where it is dark,

yet not excessively dark. For example, where kkam-kkam (2 )

can be used to denote the luminosity of the sky from 7 pm to 11
pm, kam-kam (ZFZ) is used to express the maximum degree of
darkness, such as the darkness of a tunnel, or the intense
blackness of a countryside from 11 pm until the sun rises.
Moreover, the ideophone dan-dan (ttgh refers to something
hard and solid, while ttan-ttan (&%) emphasizes its hardness and
solidity more. Ultimately, tan-tan (Etgh would express the
highest level of intensity. This change in meaning is due to the
different connotation that the simple consontant d (=) has with
respect to the intensive consonant #¢ (), and the paraintensive
consonant ¢ (). Therefore, when referring to the solidity of ice,
the form dan-dan (ztth may be used since it has the most neutral
meaning. On the other hand, when emphasizing the hardness of
the muscles after exercising, tfan-ttan (&%) may be used.
Finally, tan-tan (g% would be used to express the highest
degree of hardness and robustness, just as when it is said that
someone’s body is as robust and strong as steel. The same
happens when talking about the levels of overweight in a
person. The ideophone ffung-ttung (5%), which is formed by the
intensive consonant tt (c), refers to a person who is fat or
overweight. However, the ideophone tung-tung (5%), which is
composed by the paraintensive consonant ¢ (=), emphasizes the
maximum level of intensity. In the case of this example, not
only the consonant mutation adds detail to what is expressed,
but also the use of the dark vowel u () contributes on the
negativity of its meaning. In this way, consonant mutation
generates different levels of intensity, emphasis and volume of
an expression. As it was presented in some examples,
consonant mutation can be accompanied by vowel ablaut,
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providing more specific semantic detail and expressiveness.

IV. MORPHOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Reduplication is the most important characteristic of
ideophones in terms of morphology. Ideophones can be
classified according to their form into simple form and
reduplicated form. Full reduplication is the most common form,
although partial reduplication also exists.

Reduplication carries the meaning of continuity, repetition,
intensity, emphasis, and plurality. [6] For example, the
ideophone ttuk (%), which has several meanings, describes the
way something, singular and not plural, falls down suddenly.
The reduplicated form of ttuk(%), ttuk-ttuk (5%) emphasizes the
way something, plural, falls down rapidly and with more
intensity than ttuk (5. In this case, reduplication suggests
singularity and plurality, and emphasizes its semantic intensity.

(a) (b)
Fig. 4 Visual explanation of the difference between ttuk (=) (a) and

ttuk-ttuk (55) (b)

Something similar happens with the ideophone banjjak (2%,
which refers to something small and light that shines. Banjjak
(&% in its simple form would suggest something singular, such
as one single star that shines while on the other hand,
banjjak-banjjak (£r#et%, illustrates small and light stars that
shine, implying a meaning of plurality.

In the case of beonjjeok (&%), its simple form would evoke
singularity, while its reduplicated form, beonjjeok-beonjjeok
(2% %) would imply a meaning of plurality. Besides this, the
reduplicated form also emphasizes the intensity and continuity
with which it shines. In this way, reduplication plays an
important role, carrying the meaning of continuity, repetition,
intensity, emphasis, and plurality. Vowel ablaut, consonant
mutation, and reduplication can be combined together in one
single ideophone, adding incredible semantic detail. For
example, when referring to the ideophone nalssin (&#),
nalssin-nalssin (2% =4), neulssin (5#), and neulssin-neulssin
(=#5#), all of them have different connotations. Nalssin (&4,
formed by light vowels and in simple form, refers to a person
who is thin or slim. Nalssin-nalssin (5#5#) emphasizes its
skinniness due to reduplication. On the other hand, neulssin
(=#), which is composed by dark vowels, illustrates a person
who is, not only slim, but also tall. The reduplicated form
neulssin-neulssin (5#5#) intensifies and emphasizes its
meaning.

(a) (b)
Fig. 5 Visual explanation of the difference between banjjak (E/%) (a)
and banjjak-banjjak (/2% EI) (b)

A

/1

(a) (b)
Fig. 6 Visual explanation of the difference between naissin (') (a)

and neulssin (=) (b)

V.IDEOPHONES IN LITERATURE

Contrary to Western languages, where ideophones are poorly
used, in Asian languages, such as Korean or Japanese,
ideophones are widely used in any register of the language:
formal, informal, oral or written.

The following excerpt, taken from the famous Korean novel
Please Look up after Mum by Kyung-Sook Shin, uses five
ideophones in just one paragraph. This evidences the extensive
use of ideophones in literature. After presenting it in English,
each ideophone will be analyzed in order to understand the way
it enhances and interacts with the text.

“Since you heard about mom’s disappearance, you
haven’t been able to focus on a single thought, besieged by
long-forgotten memories unexpectedly popping up. And
the regret that always trailed each memory... You bend
your legs and squat on the spot where mom might have
done the same. A few days after you insisted on buying the
plain dress, you arrived at this very station with mom.
Holding your hand tightly, she strode through the sea of
people in a way that would intimidate even the
authoritative building looking on from above, and headed
across the square to wait for Hyong-chol under the clock
tower. How could someone like that be missing? As the
headlights of the subway train enter the station, people
rush forward, glancing at you sitting on the ground,
perhaps irritated that you’re in the way.” [8]

2LS0| OFRHMLE

“Aobr 2o A ™ oSS L0 AH
EEER FOLE S0 HE Aot 245 =2 FI XIS 7K ofH
420z L2 ol HSE =7t YAUCE. 71 E0f of HGL0| &}
E= 235 He o{WE 407t 2|20 §iof ASK=E 25
At2fof FES 2 SOt UCE 710{0] H|7F RS RRE AT AE
1E oA 5o He o ME9o EHYL. HE M0
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O2{CF] 2 0ts fIYHe R et B ¢
ZBZ0|2, 27t= ot HoME o &2 &
ZO{7F AIAE ROIM S Z|CHRICH O HOtot
X|5HEO0| S0|2E 250 2O|A} AFRE0] 2 SCH7}
M7 AR X A2l =X 2 EAHRL

It is important to briefly understand the synopsis of the novel
in order to recognize the function of the ideophones in this short
text, as well as the way they interact with each other. This book
talks about a tragic story: the unexpected disappearance of a
mother. This old woman who travelled from her home in the
Korean countryside to Seoul with her husband to celebrate their
birthday with her now-grown children, got lost in the crowd of
Seoul station when she tried to take the subway together with
him. This happened during the rush hour, when the station was
full of people. Her husband got into the subway, but when he
looked behind him, he realized that she was not there. From this
point, the family will mobilize to find their missing mother, and
they blame each other, and themselves, as the long-forgotten
memories start to pop up, all of them full of regret.

“Since you heard about mom’s disappearance, you
haven’t been able to focus on a single thought, besieged by
long-forgotten memories unexpectedly popping up. And
the regret that always trailed each memory...”

Two ideophones appear very close to each other in the first
sentence: kkamadeuki (7/0/53)) and bulssuk-bulssuk (£%£%).
Gamadeuki (7t0r53) refers to something far, distant and remote.
However, in kkamadeuki (7+8+53)), the plain consonant g (=) has
been replaced by the tense consonant kk (7) in order to
emphasize the remote distance of these memories in her mind.
These long-forgotten memories of her mum are just as distant
as the end of a long dark tunnel.

The ideophone bulssuk-bulssuk (24 £%) comes immediately
after kkamadeuki (7/0t53) in the sentence. It describes the way
something pops out repeatedly, just as fire sparks from a
campfire pop out over and over, in an unexpected way, unable
to restrain them. This intensity is achieved by the repetition of
the ideophone bulssuk (£%) into bulssuk-bulssuk (£4£=. Both
kkamadeuki (7t0r53) and bulssuk-bulssuk (5454 contain, in
this way, incredible semantic detail and yet accurate
expressiveness.

“Holding your hand tightly, she strode through the sea
of people in a way that would intimidate even the
authoritative building looking on from above, and headed
across the square to wait for Hyong-chol under the clock
tower.”

The ideophone kkok (%, which means tightly, has an
important role in this paragraph. Kkok (%) is formed by a light
vowel, so it has a positive meaning. A mother can hold her
child’s hand tightly because he did something bad, or in order
to protect him from some kind of danger. In this sentence, kkok
provides this second meaning. Additionally, this ideophone has
a strong connection with the whole story: her husband released
her hand, so she got lost and disappeared in the sea of people.

“How could someone like that be missing? As the
headlights of the subway train enter the station, people
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rush forward, glancing at you sitting on the ground,

perhaps irritated that you’re in the way.”

Two ideophones appear one more time next to each other.
Geochijeok (7/%/%) means to stand in one’s way or block up
someone’s way. Hilgeum (&'5) refers to the action of glancing
or taking a brief or hurried look. Nevertheless, in hilkkeum (g%
the plain consonant g (=) has been replaced by the tense
consonant kk (77), emphasizing the way and the intensity with
which people glance at her. Both ideophones express a
subjective sensation of an objective incident: she subjectively
feels that she is blocking up other people’s way, and she
subjectively thinks that people are glancing at her.

In this way, five ideophones appeared in just one paragraph,
providing semantic detail and expressiveness. It is also
interesting to realize how they interact with each other and with
the whole text. However, it is difficult to realize the importance
of ideophones just by reading the translated version. In order to
accurately translate the meaning of an ideophone, it would be
necessary to use at least two to three adjectives or adverbs. This
would be impossible, however, as the text would lose its
smoothness.

VI. CONCLUSION

Ideophones play an important role in both, linguistics and
literature, as they enhance the meaning of what is trying to be
expressed with incredible detail, expressiveness and rhythm.
Vowel ablaut, consonant ablaut or reduplication are the main
factors used to achieve this result.

REFERENCES

[1] Doke Clement Martyn, 1935, Bantu Linguistic Terminology, London:
Longmans, Green, and Co.

[2] Akita, Kimi, 2009, A Grammar of Sound-Symbolic Words in Japanese:
Theoretical Approaches to Iconic and Lexical Properties of Japanese
Mimetics, PhD dissertation, Kobe University.

[3] Chaewan, 1993:313, Research on Korean Ideophones (N154).

[4] Stephen L.Garrigues, 1995, Mimetic Parallels in Korean and Japanese,
Kyongbuk National University.

[5] Park Dong Geun, A phonological comparison between onomatopoetic
and imitative words of Korean, Vol.37.

[6] Mark Dingemanse, Ideophones and Reduplication, 2015.

[71 Hong Beom Kim, Treatise: Semantic-Domain-Based Classification of
Symbolic Words Focused on Sense, Emotion and Perception, Vol.31

[8] Kyung-Sook Shin, Please Look After Mum, page 17.

[91 Romanitazion was made according to the Revised Romanitazion of
Korean system (RR), done by the South Korean Ministry of Culture.

491



