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Abstract: As multimodal works, comics are characterized as much by their use of language as by the style of
their images. Sound effects in particular are exemplary of comics’ language-use, and we explored this facet
of comics by analyzing a corpus of books from genres in the United States (mainstream and independent)
and Japan (shonen/boys’ and shojo/girls’). We found variation between genres and between cultures across
several properties of the content and presentation of sound effects. Foremost, significant differences arose
between the lexical categories of sound effects (ex. onomatopoetic: Pow! vs. descriptive: Punch!) between
genres within both culture’s works. Additionally, genres in Japanese manga vary in the scripts used to write
sound effects in Japanese (hiragana vs. katakana). We argue that, in English, a similar function is
communicated through the presence or absence of textual font stylization. Altogether, these aspects of
variation mark sound effects as important carriers of multimodal information, and provide distinctions by
which genres and cultures of comics can be distinguished.
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General introduction

Comics are inherently multimodal, and their use of written language can be just as emblematic of the art
form as the style of its images. In particular, sound effects exemplify language-use in comics, second only
perhaps to the speech balloon. From a linguistic perspective, sound effects represent the interplay between
the various modalities of language present in comics, and therefore function as a sort of “crossroads” at
which the reader is able to stand and experience meaning in multiple ways (Petersen 2009). While several
studies have looked at the ways that sound effects and onomatopoeia are translated between comics of
different cultures (e. g., Zanettin 2008, Jüngst 2004), few studies have examined in a systematic manner the
presentation or content of sound effects in comics directly, either within or between cultures. Such an effort
requires a corpus-based approach that gathers and reports on data across a variety of works. We have
therefore examined, using such a process, the structural properties of sound effects within two genres of
American comics and two genres of Japanese manga, as well as comparing these features across cultures.

In comics, sound effects may be a written form of the verbal modality, but they are often styled visually in
ways that normal English text is not. While the text of a sound effect does not become a part of the “visual
language” of the images (Cohn 2013b), they do take on image-like qualities that allow them to more
seamlessly integrate with images. For example, though speech balloons just encapsulate regular text,
sound effects are often integrated into the composition of the image without any “carrier” holding the text,
and their depiction may have semantic and imagistic qualities, such as letters of an angry utterance appearing
aflame to emphasize a metaphor for anger (Forster et al. 2012). This becomes especially relevant in works like
manga, which do not use the Latinate alphabet, and where selection of script may also influence these visual
and semantic properties. Manga from Japan freely make use of the multiple scripts in written Japanese
(discussed below), and authors of Japanese fiction switch between these scripts to achieve varied stylistic
effects (Smith and Schmidt 1996; Robertson 2015; Iwahara et al. 2003). Thus, while sound effects are not part
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Given these substantive differences in the production and content of mainstream comics and indepen-
dent comics, we hypothesized that each genre would also treat sound effects differently.

Methods

Materials

We selected 20 comics for this study, 10 “superhero” or “mainstream” comics and 10 “independent” comics.
The mainstream comics were published by either DC or Marvel Comics between 1976 and 2014; independent
comics had a wider variety of publishers, spanning 1968 to 2009. A full listing of materials analyzed is
provided in the Appendix.

Areas of analysis

We coded instances of sound effects in our selected works for characteristics that fall into two primary
categories: Content, related to the semantic qualities of the specific sound effects, and Presentation, related
to the surface appearance of carriers.

Content
As described above, Cohn (2013b) argues that text-image relations in comics use a three part relationship
between the carrier (the holder of text), the root (an element connected to the text) and a tail (the link
between carrier and root). We coded carriers for their four different semantic types (as described above),
depending on who is “aware” of their contents: private, public, non-sentient, and satellite. A more detailed
discussion of carrier awareness is available in Cohn (2013a, 2013b). We categorized carriers into these basic
semantic categories, as well as noted surface features by which they differ (discussed below).

Because the semantics of a carrier can be modulated by the “awareness” of its root, we also coded for
root animacy. Animate objects are defined as anything that has the capability to understand or be aware of
the fact that it is making the noise that is being expressed in the carrier (e. g., humans and animals). Objects
lacking conscious awareness of the sound they were making were coded as inanimate (e. g., tables as they
scrape against the floor, chairs as they fall over, or rain as it patters against the sidewalk).

Finally, we classified these sound effects into one of two lexical categories: onomatopoeic effects and
descriptive effects. The former type refers to instances used specifically to iconically approximate an audible
sound; crack, boom, squawk, krrrash, etc. In contrast, the descriptive type of sound effect refers to non-
iconic, descriptive representations of actions or states. For example, a person hitting someone else could
have a “sound effect” that says Pow! (onomatopoeia) or one that says Punch! (descriptive), as in Figure 2.

Presentation
Though carriers differ in underlying semantics, they may look similar to each other on the surface. As
discussed above, jagged edged carriers are used to show “loudness” for both public carriers (“speech
balloons”) and non-sentient carriers (“sound effects”) despite having different underlying semantics (Cohn
2013a, 2013b). Thus, we also coded for these variations in surface representations (Forceville et al. 2010),
including: 1) Smooth–the typical smooth-edged, round speech bubble; 2) rectangular–the carrier was
rectangular in shape; 3) bubble–the stereotypical cloud-shaped bubble often used for thoughts and internal
dialogue; 4) spikey or jagged–the shape of a multi-pointed star or explosion; and 5) wavy–a roughly
sinusoidal, undulating curvature. We also coded for compositionally enclosed carriers–when no enclosing
carrier was used and the sound effects was written directly on the panel – and for colored backgrounds–
when the background of the carrier was any color other than white.
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We also coded for whether or not the carrier in question possessed a tail: a line or other visual indicator
connecting it to its root. However, we did not specifically investigate variations in the type of surface tails
that were used.

In addition, carriers often do not appear isolated on a page, and thus we also examined how they
related to each other. For example, carriers could be linked, when they were composed of two or more
carriers meshed together into one larger one. We also examined whether carriers overlapped across several
panels or extended beyond panel borders (Groensteen 2007).

Sound effects also use interesting features of individual words across two main categories: typographic
stylization and character repetition. Stylized text used a different font from that of the regular dialogue text
of the comic, while non-stylized maintained the same font style. Character repetition coded whether the
sound effects used repeating characters or character sequences: for example, crack does not exhibit
repetition, but both craaaaaack and crackckckckck would.

Data analysis

We coded for these traits of sound effects throughout our sample comics. Our analyses generated means
based on the number of particular properties of “sound effects” out of all in a given book. Means across
books were then compared between genres using Independent Samples t-tests to determine whether or not
the observed proportions differed with statistical significance across genres.

Results and discussion

Results for our coded categories are provided in Figure 3, with statistical analyses in Table 1. We found no
difference between carrier types across genres, nor with the animacy of the root. Our primary finding
concerns the lexical category of sound effects, as we observed a large difference between the usage of
onomatopoetic and descriptive sound effects between mainstream and independent comics. All of the
sound effects in mainstream comics were onomatopoeic, with zero usage of descriptive sound effects.
Independent comics also used onomatopoeia to high proportions, but descriptive sound effects did appear
as well.

These findings suggest that onomatopoetic sound effects are far more prevalent in American comics in
general than descriptive sound effects. In particular, our data suggests that descriptive sound effects are not
used at all in American superhero comics; we find this to be fairly striking and surprising. Indeed, Guynes
(2014) offers examples of descriptive sound effects taken from superhero comics, which shows that they do
exist, at least somewhat. Thus, the total absence of them in our data must be viewed as a reflection of the
content of our sampled corpus. Nevertheless, it is clear that the use of descriptive sound effects is extremely
minimal in superhero comics, while merely rather scarce in independent comics.

We additionally found a few points of difference between genres with regard to presentation. No
surface features differed between genres except that mainstream books used more compositionally
enclosed sound effects than independent comics, and had a slightly higher rate of carriers overlapping
with panels. In addition, mainstream books used more stylized text (i. e., text that differed in font from that
in other carriers). This last finding is consistent with that of Forceville et al. (2010), who found the greatest
amount of stylized text in an American mainstream superhero comic, Avengers, when compared with
various European comics. No other significant differences were observed between genres. We noted,
however, that, contrary to claims that repetition in sound effects is used to reinforce certain visual
morphemes such as suppletion (Guynes 2014), we found no significant difference in the proportions of
this element between genres.
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Data analysis

The same methods of data analysis were used in Study 2 as in Study 1.

Results and discussion

As depicted in Figures 3 and 4, shonen and shojo manga differed across dimensions of both content and
presentation. With regard to content, we found that shojo manga used hiragana and katakana in roughly
equal proportion in the writing of sound effects, but shonen manga used katakana far more than hiragana
(Figure 4). Shojo manga used hiragana much more than shonen manga, t(18) = 5.38, p < 0.001, while
shonen manga used katakana more than shojo manga, t(18) = –5.37, p < 0.001. Neither genre used kanji
for sound effects, and only one shojo manga used a few instances of romaji.

Shojo manga used significantly more gitaigo than shonen manga, while shonen tended to use more
giongo than shojo manga (Figure 3). While shojo manga used more animate roots, shonen manga used
more inanimate roots. These findings align with the higher proportion of non-sentient carriers used in
shonen manga, while public carriers were found more often in shojo manga. Finally, with regard to
presentation we found that spikey edged carriers were used more often in shonen manga, while composi-
tionally enclosed carriers were used more in shojo manga.

Cross-cultural comparison

Finally, we asked whether these features might differ between cultures, and thus collapsed across genres to
compare the characteristics of sound effects between American comics and Japanese manga (Table 1,
Figure 3). Several differences arose between cultures. Onomatopoetic/giongo sound effects were more
prevalent in American comics than Japanese manga, while the reverse was the case for descriptive/gitaigo
sound effects. Public carriers were used more in American comics than Japanese manga, while the reverse
was true of non-sentient carriers. Relatedly, more animate roots appeared in Japanese manga while
inanimate roots were used to higher proportions in American comics.

While many surface features of carriers did not differ between genres within cultures, they did between
cultures. Japanese manga used more smooth edges, rectangular boxes, and wavy edges, while American
comics used more compositionally enclosed sound effects. Both tails and links between carriers were far
more preferred in American comics. Stylized fonts appeared more often in both genres of manga.

Figure 4: Proportion of sound effects using hiragana
and katakana scripts in shojo and shonen manga.
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General discussion

In two studies, we examined the treatment of sound effects in “comics” across dimensions of genre and
culture. Our first study compared sound effects in genres of American mainstream and independent comics,
while our second study compared genres of shonen and shojo manga from Japan. In both, we found
significant differences across the content and presentation of sound effects, most prominently with regard
to the lexical category of words used as sound effects. Altogether, our findings support the idea that genres
can be distinguished by a variety of features that characterize the ways in which they use sound effects.
Below, we elaborate on our findings regarding these features across our two main categories of analysis:
content and presentation.

Our most prominent findings in both studies related to differences in content. Foremost among these
was the fact that the predominant lexical category of sound effects in a book varied significantly between
genres. In American comics, we found that onomatopoeic sound effects were used more in both mainstream
and independent works, while descriptive sound effects were completely absent from the mainstream
genre, and were rare in the independent genre. For Japanese manga, shonen manga used more giongo,
while shojo manga used more gitaigo. These differences provide corpus-based evidence that the semantic
content of sound effects differs between these genres. Sound effects function at the intersection of meaning
from a variety of different modalities at once – they are tied to the visual content of the image (an image
featuring an explosion could be expected to have a sound effect related to this, e. g., Boom!) and yet are
primarily verbal in nature. This emblematic function allows us to use sound effects as an additional
signpost in characterizing the works they appear in.

In American comics, superhero comics are the “mainstream.” We may also consider onomatopoeia as a
standard form of “sound effect,” given that it is literally a word designed to approximate a sound. Indeed,
our analysis found no descriptive sound effects in mainstream American comics, though based on other
reports we can speculate that they are not entirely absent, and do exist in the genre, albeit in very minimal
proportions (Guynes 2014). The overwhelming lack of descriptive sound effects in mainstream books at least
somewhat validates them as being non-normative. After all, they do appear to a certain extent in indepen-
dent comics, books that in part are defined by their departure from the mainstream. Writers have described
independent comics as seeking to “push back the thematic horizons of the art form,” “a radically new kind
of expressive object,” and wholly “nontraditional” (Hatfield 2005; Griffin 1998). Hatfield (2005) in particular
argues that part of the ethos behind the independent genre is a desire to extricate the notion of the comic as
an art form from the narrow, “mechanical” superhero comic book. We therefore posit that descriptive sound
effects may be one additional way that independent comics attempt to diverge, to mark themselves as “out
of the norm” – as different than mainstream American comics.

In the case of Japanese comics, the fact that shonen manga is dominated by sound effects describing
inanimate objects, such as hearable sound effects like boom and bang, supports ideas about the content
of shonen manga. Shonen manga is typically thought to feature stories of fantasy and fancy, action and
physicality (Natsume 2003; Schodt 1983; Ito 2005). Our findings of greater usage of giongo in shonen
manga supports this characterization: the genre pairs noisy, clamorous events with noisy, clamorous
sounds. Similarly, our finding that shojo manga is dominated by sound effects generated by animate
objects and characters, most of which communicate to the reader the emotional or physical state of the
object, supports the prevailing conception of shojo manga – that it features stories that deal with the
emotional and psychological states of their characters, stories of relationships and love (Natsume 2003;
Schodt 1983; Ito 2005).

The second-most salient content-based finding was limited to Japanese works: shonen and shojo
manga differed in the scripts they used to write sound effects. While both genres used both scripts, shonen
manga featured far more katakana, whereas shojo manga featured more hiragana. Here again we believe
that this choice is influenced by the content and intended audience of each genre: katakana, which
dominated shonen, is a script that was, at one time, reserved for military directives and declarations of
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