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Are Languages Rich in Vowel Sounds Beautiful ?:
On an Account of the Beauty of Japanese Language in Kindaichi’s “Nihongo”
(Iwanami-shinsho) . And Also, What is Japanese Guttural?

Mitsuaki SENBA
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There is only one compartment of language concerning which it may be
said that there is some justification for an objective esthetic discussion
(provided it is granted that there is no inherent antithesis between the two
terms “objective” and “esthetic”). This is the field of sounds. Even
here, however, we have the injection of factors that are both extraneous
and subjective. (202<—3)
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On the purely objective side, there are a few factors that may be said
to contribute to a language’s acoustic beauty, and these are for the most
part identical with those elements that make for musicality. ® Lan-
guages in which there is an overabundance of involved consonant clus-
ters, or of consonant sounds to the detriment of vowel sounds, are seldom
pronounced beautiful. This is because vowels carry musical pitch far
better than consonants. Our ear normally recoils from extreme sounds,
whether these be of the guttural, palatal, sibilant, or nasal variety. @
Sounds which are easy for the vocal apparatus to produce, whether or not
they appear as phonemes in the language we speak, convey an impression
of beauty, though this is to some degree a matter of familiarity. @
Vowels normally require less juggling with the speech organs than con-
sonants ; hence languages rich in vowel sounds are more likely to convey
an impression of beauty. There is little to recommend to the esthete in
combinations like sks in English “asks” or chtsch in German Knechtschaft.
(204~=— )
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@ Purity of vowel sounds constitutes another esthetic factor. The
“cardinal” vowel sounds of ¢ in “father,” e in “met,” ¢ in “machine,” o
in “or,” # in “rude” may be esthetically more attractive than the a of
“ame,” the o of “home,” the # of “pure,” which are diphthongs, or the
# of “cut,” the ¢ of “pin,” the a of “at,” the o of “not,” which are close
-clipped and cannot normally be sustained, or such rounded middle-
vowel sounds as French «# and ex. Here we tread on dangerous ground,
since it may be argued that preferences among vowel sounds are based
largely on the factor of familiarity. At the same time, it is a scientifically
established fact that @ it is impossible to sustain a word like “kiss” on
high F for more than five seconds, or to sing a word like “stop” on three
beats of slow time plus a retard. (204_—73)
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® The regular alternation of consonants and vowels has something to do
with the esthetic impression. Languages in which a majority of the
syllables end in vowels, like Italian, Spanish, or Japanese, normally
produce a more pleasing impression on the ear than do those where
syllables end for the most part in consonants or consonant clusters. (204
~— )
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Spoken Japanese, in contrast to Chinese, is decidedly a polysyllabic
language. In fact, some of its verb forms run to unconscionable lengths,
although the majority of the roots consist of two syllables. A few
Japanese words are distinguished by tones, but for the most part tone
plays no semantic role in the language.

The syllabic structure is simple, being of the consonant-plus-vowel
type, and the general acoustic effect of Japanese would be closer to that
of Italian than to that of Chinese were it not for a certain guttural quality
that distinguishes the tonality of most Far Eastern languages. (400~<—
V)
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5DTH 5B, [guttural ZEHEHSEITIUE, 41 2 ) TEIBUTHWB]EEIH 5
I3, 2 guttural DIEMIIZA 2 ) TEICBECER2HETRETRZWY
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B TA 3B &, guttural DIFICIE, [See VELAR.] £ Y, Velar ®»IEIZ
12, [A consonant formed by the back of the dorsum of the tongue against
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