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The purpose of this paper is to examine the sound symbolism of KOTO (a Japanese
string instrument). Until recently, studies of SYOUGA (a traditional Japanese method of
singing the musical scale) have centered on historical research, yet have excluded a lin-
guistic analysis of SYOUGA itself. It is, in fact, a linguistic approach that is fundamental to
the analysis of the sound symbolism of KOTO. When we consider Japanese sound symbol-
ism, SYOUGA can become an important research material. Through examining the conso-
nant sounds which are used for SYOUGA, the importance of a linguistic approach will be
realized. The sound that the KOTO produces corresponds directly to the SYOUGA conso-
nant sound assigned to it and thus is harmonized with the SYOUGA. The sound symbol-
ism of SYOUGA was verified with onomatopoeia as supporting evidence. With SYOUGA in
KOTO, consonants like /k/, /s/, /t/, /r/, and the syllabic nasal are selected according to
their respective timbres. The basic sound is represented with /t/, harder and clearer
sounds with /k/, and plural sounds or rubbed sounds with /s/ or palatalized / f /. Soft
sounds and weak sounds are represented with /r/, while the syllabic nasal is used to
express resonance and elongation of a sound. Furthermore, the vowels are also used prop-
erly to reflect differences of pitch; the vowels /i/ and /e/ are higher in pitch than /o/
and /u/, and the relative contrast in this relationship between high and low remains con-
stant.

SYOUGA research has also revealed an attempt to imitate natural sounds with instru-
mental sounds. Instrumental sounds of that are expressed by SYOUGA again. In the
Japanese language, even something that is silent and has no inherent sound quality may
also be represented with instrumental sounds and language sounds: hence, it is an
acoustic representation or symbol of an otherwise inexpressible feeling or phenomenon.

Japanese culture has a sort of synesthesia that allows the communication of a wide range
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of concepts via symbolic sounds. We can also say that sound symbolism dominates
Japanese language even today, especially in regards to Japanese onomatopoeia. It is for
this reason that the rational system of onomatopoetic sound symbolism has been used as a

tool for memorizing KOTO music for years.
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