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In the present paper we rely on the principles of cognitive syllabics – a branch of philology, elaborated at the English Philology Department of MSU by professor S.V. Decheva, which is closely connected with both psychology and linguistics and is meant to reveal what lies behind one’s ability to bring out and even play upon syllables in the flow of speech. English is unique in this respect, because it easily and readily lends itself to all kind of syllable-based modifications, which demonstrate that all the ‘voiceworks’ in human speech, whatever they may be, always strive on syllabics and it is the syllable that one’s voice parameters, such as loudness, tempo, pitch movement, rhythm, timbre, diapason, etc. are most naturally attached to.
The way English syllables and syllabification suit the speaker’s intention and serve as an essential tool of one’s speech expressivity is inextricably linked with stress-accent relationship, specified by D. Bolinger who adds the notion of contrast to it in his work “Contrastive accent and contrastive stress” (1961). Both stress and accent are concerned with the phenomenon of prominence, but although any stressed syllable may have the potential for accent, the latter is not always realised in speech intercourse. Everything depends on the speaker's intention and, more often than not, it also presupposes one's in-depth understanding of contrast and opposition in the English language, which is is by no means confined to the ‘semantic’ or, to be more exact, metasemiotic opposition alone.
Bolinger’s work is of special interest to us because it demonstrates that syllables can function contrastively, signalling and passing on the metacontent which otherwise is impossible to convey. This proves to be particularly important when it comes to reading and analysing a work of verbal art, because it is the syllable and the process of its accentual highlighting, as well as its contrastive functioning, which enable the reader to ‘decode’ or interpret the author's attitudes and ideas adequately. It makes it possible not only to reproduce the text in accordance with the author's artistic design in one's inner speech, but also to derive intellectual pleasure from reading and comprehend the message intended.
In order to illustrate this point and show how contrastive accent works and becomes truly operational in an artistic text, we have selected an extract from one of the opening chapters of Daphne du Maurier’s novel “Rebecca”:
“The devil does not ride us any more. We have come through our crisis, not unscathed of course. His premonition of disaster was correct from the beginning; and like a ranting actress in an indifferent play, I might say that we have paid for freedom. But I have had enough melodrama in this life, and would willingly give my five senses if they could ensure us our present peace and security. Happiness is not a possession to be prized, it is a quality of thought, a state of mind. Of course we have our moments of depression; but there are other moments too, when time, unmeasured by the clock, runs on into eternity and, catching his smile, I know we are together, we march in unison, no clash of thought or of opinion makes a barrier between us.”
The idea of contrast is deeply entrenched in the textual fabric of the novel and the extract under consideration relies on the most recurring instances of contrast in it. These are: the opposition between the narrator’s past and the narrator's present, the fictive and the factive in her view of the surrounding world, as well as the romantic (or even surreal) picture of what is happening and the more profound psychological treatment of the same situation or the people involved in it.
In the episode the heroine makes the reader believe that some tragedy in her husband's past made both of them suffer a lot and left an indelible mark on their lives. They seem to have coped with the psychological effects of the drama but the traumatic experience of the past has left some deep scars on their life, which are yet to be healed. This overall impression is created and supported by both verbal and syllabic substance of the passage, and the way accents are distributed in the text to highlight the author's intention.
The cognitive processing of the extract in syllabic terms makes us believe that the hidden contrast in Daphne du Maurier's manner of writing can be established at different levels and revealed through the prism of the contrastive analysis of stress-accent relationship and the way syllables actually function. It can hardly be confined to stressed versus unstressed syllables in an utterance, but presupposes a higher level of their phonetic discrimination.
To be more exact, the accented syllables, brought out by means of an abrupt change in the melodic curve (for example, High-Falling tones on [kʌm-] in ‘come through’, [kraɪs-] in ‘crisis’ and [-skeɪðd] in ‘unscathed’) are contrasted with the accented syllables that acquire additional prominence due to intensity and duration of pronunciation (for example, [wi:], [aɪ] and [ðeɪ] in normally unstressed personal pronouns ‘we’ in ‘We have come through our crisis...’, ‘I’ in ‘But I have had enough melodrama...’, and ‘they’ in ‘...if they could ensure us...’). The former are easily perceived in the flow of speech, while the latter require a much more profound understanding of the syllabifying capacities of the English language, but it is their contrastive functioning in the artistic text, which may become a special linguopoetic device and help to impart the author’s hidden message to the reader.
