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Abstract. This paper presents an approach to operationalizing ambient sound as
a literary phenomenon. To illustrate the importance of the ambient soundscape
in literary studies, we both manually and automatically detect ambient sound
markers and use these annotations to analyze a sample of nineteenth-century
English novels and short stories. Our hypothesis is that descriptions of a story’s
ambient soundscape can be associated with specific genres, and is, for example,
a hallmark of Gothic novels. We use a classification approach based on a state-
of-the-art transfer learning algorithm and a domain-dependent fine-tuned BERT
model for English to automatically detect word-level sound indicators and
compare their occurrence over the course of the fiction and with a comparative
view on our corpus texts.

1. Introduction

“The rising blast sighed through the towering pines, which rose loftily
above Matilda’s head: the distant thunder, hoarse as the murmurs of the
grove, in indistinct echoesmingled with the hollow breeze; the scintillating
lightning flashed incessantly across her path, as Matilda, heeding not the
storm, advanced along the trackless forest. [...] The battling elements
paused: an uninterrupted silence, deep, dreadful as the silence of the
tomb, succeeded. Matilda heard a noise – footsteps were distinguishable,
and looking up, a flash of vivid lightning disclosed to her view the towering
form of Zastrozzi.” (Shelley, P. Zastrozzi; emphasis by authors)

Thunder, lightning, breezes, and echoes: Percy Shelley’s narrator describes the contesting
elements of nature that surround the protagonist Matilda in his Gothic novel Zastrozzi.
Through these representations of sensation, the reader vicariously shares Matilda’s
sensory experiences: seeing the lightning, hearing the thunder, feeling the breeze. Many
of these descriptions provide the basis for the soundscape of the scene.

In this paper, we explore the function of sound in literary fiction. Applying the field of
sound studies to literary analysis, we investigate the representation of ambient sound in
fiction with a focus on its use in 19th century British Gothic novels and short stories.

In this paper, we adopt a capacious understanding of the Gothic: not just including the
central Gothic novels of the late 18th or early 19th century, but broadening our reach to
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Sound in the Gothic

include Gothic inflected fiction of the later 19th century that make use of the tropes of
the genre. Our choice of corpus texts was, in part, guided by previous studies of the
Gothic, including the “writers of Gothic” mentioned in The Handbook of the Gothic edited
by Mulvey-Roberts (2009).

Our work proceeds from the hypothesis that detailed descriptions of the story’s ambient
soundscape (e.g., the growl of a wild animal, the creaking of a wooden floor) is a trope
of the Gothic and we pay particular attention to sounds at either end of the loudness
spectrum – from deep silence to loud screams and clashing thunder. This article offers
a new approach to operationalizing sound on the word level and introduces methods to
manually and automatically detect ambient sound markers in English literary prose.

Our approach is as follows: First, we offer insight into the subfield of literary sound
studies (see subsection 2.1), and discuss its utility in analyzing Gothic literature (see
subsection 2.2). We then describe our methods for operationalizing sound and detail
the method we used to analyze it, drawing from manually and automatically generated
annotations of a selected corpus of 19th century English novels and short stories. The
methods we adopt for the analysis of sound include a dictionary approach to define a
baseline for our analysis (see subsubsection 3.3.1) as well as a transfer learning approach
using theNEISS TEI Entity Enricher (Zöllner et al. 2021) (see subsection 3.3). Our ability
to accurately detect sound words automatically is evaluated through comparisons
againstmanually annotated data. In section 4 and section 5, we examine sound references
across a corpus of novels and short stories with particular interest in passages with a
high density of sound words that contain particularly loud or low sound indications.
Overall, our study contributes to the burgeoning research field of literary sound studies,
connecting it to a rising interest in the operationalization of sensual experiences as we
analyze sound in fictional prose using current distant reading methods.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1 Sound and Literary Studies

There is a great diversity of approaches towards sound in literary studies. On the
one hand, sound can be analyzed as it is actually produced during the oral recitation
of literary texts, where pronunciation, stress, pauses, speech rhythm can be studied
phonologically (Blohm et al. 2021). In their book chapter “Sound Shape and Sound
Effects of Literary Texts” as part of the Handbook of Empirical Literary Studies, Blohm
et al. (2021) describe such an empirical approach to sound in literature. They claim that
“reading a word automatically activates its abstract sound representation [...] referred
to as phonological recoding [...] of written text” and “experience[d] as an ‘inner voice”’
(Blohm et al. 2021, 11). On the other hand, onomatopoeia, alliterations and rhymes
within the text can be analyzed stylistically for the ways in which they form the sound
design of literary texts, shaping the flow of reading whether aloud or silent (Hinton
et al. 1995, 1–10).

Both of these approaches are reception-oriented and define sound as physical vibrations
that transmit information. In literary texts, however, a third type of analysis is made
possible by studying the representation of sounds, and their associated soundscapes,
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within the fictional world itself. We see this, for example, in Schafer (1994) who analyzes
diachronically changing soundscapes (composite of ‘sound’ and ‘landscape’). In addi-
tion to analyzing real world sonic environments as he did in hisWorld Soundscape Project,
Schafer (1994) also reads soundscapes through literary texts, claiming that “writers of
fiction were reliable ‘earwitnesses’ whose writings ‘constitute the best guide available
in the reconstruction of soundscapes past’ ” (Schafer 1994, 9 in Snaith 2020, 20).

There have been numerous recent attempts in Literary Studies to analyze these fic-
tional soundscapes. These often focus on descriptions of sound which aid the reader’s
imaginative capacity for experiencing the fictional world. For audionarratologists, the
sound imagination is related to the reader’s own memories of described sounds that
“create the details of a storyworld in our heads [as] a ‘theatre of the mind”’ (Verma
2012, Mildorf 2019, 297). Similarly, Picker (2003) analyzes sounds in English literature
through Dickens’s soundscape descriptions of his fictionalized London. More recent
examples can be found in the essay collection Literature and Sound (Snaith 2020).

The most apparent and easily accessible sounds in fiction, according to the soundscape
analysis of Döblin’s Alexanderplatz by Bernhart (2008, 61), are those that occur in di-
alogue. Character utterances and their descriptors are both the most frequent and
most explicit depictions of sound. Ambient sounds (e.g., those related to machinery or
nature) are less often explicitly mentioned (Bernhart 2008, 62). Depictions of sensory
experience evidence a hierarchy of sensation: descriptions of settings in literary texts
focus almost exclusively on sight, e.g., describing a landscape or a living-room. The
depiction of sound beyond dialogue is rare. Narrative seems focused on directing the
imaginative gaze of the reader’s eyes rather than directing the reader’s mental ear with
imaginative sounds (Smith 2015, 27–37). Nevertheless, the representation of sound can
play a crucial role in aiding the reader’s understanding and intuitive experience of a
narrative.

Narrative draws on a reader’s prior experience to supplement its descriptive techniques.
For example, in describing a train entering the station, the moving train is the focus;
however, the narrator’s description of the world is incomplete, relying on the reader’s
world knowledge to fill in the missing information about the furnishings of the station
building or the color and model of the arriving train. The description of the station’s
soundscape is often similarly omitted. When sounds are described, it is because they
differ from the expected soundscape. As an example, Bernhart (2008, 61–62) emphasizes
the sound of bells ringing in Döblin’s Alexanderplatz by giving an explicit description of
sounds that are not typically part of the reader’s default experience of the setting.

2.2 Sound in Gothic Fiction

In Gothic fiction, readers are often placed in unfamiliar, or uncanny, settings that deviate
from the default. In its “decaying Gothic castles, ruined chapels, underground passages,
dark forests and ghostly groaning” and for its “[s]hocks, supernatural incidents and
superstitious beliefs”, all of which “promote a sense of sublime awe and wonder [...]
entwined with fear and elevated imaginations” (Botting 1996, 29, 46), the Gothic sets
itself apart from the realistic literature of the 19th century in favor of the sensational,
fantastic, and the uncanny (Bacon 2018, 1, Hurley 2002, 191).
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Stylistically, Gothic novels deploy a vocabulary of mystery, uncertainty, terror, horror,
fear, and “hyperbolic language [...] [which] attempts to create a brooding, suspenseful
atmosphere” (Hurley 2002, 191). In addition to its ‘ghosts’, ‘phantoms’, and ‘wretches’,
depictions of non-human behavior, supernatural forces, or inexplicable events as in
quotation (1) work to create the sensation of mystery:

(1) “As I said this I suddenly beheld the figure of a man, at some distance,
advancing towards me with superhuman speed. He bounded over the
crevices in the ice, among which I had walked with caution; his stature, also,
as he approached, seemed to exceed that of man.” (Shelley Frankenstein;
emphasis by authors)

Such uncertainty is enhanced by the conditional phrases and questions (rhetorical
or actual) voiced by characters (“I figured to myself”, “I wondered if”, “he might”).
Characters, and by extension, readers, often seek to alleviate this uncertainty by paying
attention to details in their environment, as in quotation (2).

(2) “I preternaturally listened; I figured to myself what might portentously
be; I wondered if his bed were also empty and he too were secretly at watch.
It was a deep, soundless minute, at the end of which my impulse failed.
He was quiet; he might be innocent; the risk was hideous; I turned away.”
(James The Turn of the Screw; emphasis by authors)

In addition to their environmental details, Gothic texts also build their fictional worlds
through the depiction of “emotions [...] by detailing the protagonist’s thoughts and
feelings” (Ellis 2000, 9) as well as through sensory experiences described by the narrator
(sight, smell, taste, touch, hearing) as in quotation (3).

(3) “In a few minutes after, I heard the creaking of my door, as if some
one endeavoured to open it softly. I trembled from head to foot; I felt a
presentiment of who it was and wished to rouse one of the peasants who
dwelt in a cottage not far from mine; but I was overcome by the sensation of
helplessness, so often felt in frightful dreams, when you in vain endeavour to
fly from an impending danger, and was rooted to the spot. Presently I heard
the sound of footsteps along the passage; the door opened, and the wretch
whom I dreaded appeared.” (Shelley Frankenstein; emphasis by authors)

Quotation (3) gives just one instance of the importance of auditory descriptions in the
Gothic. In his monograph on Gothic Voices: The Vococentric Soundworld of Gothic Writing,
Foley (2023) discusses how the Gothic atmosphere relies on the soundscape to generate
horror or suspense: “creaking floorboards, howling winds and thunder rolling are just
some of the acoustic motifs that alert us to a Gothic atmosphere” (Foley 2023, 1).

Mysterious sounds and deep silences frequently occur within the Gothic soundscape
(Glotova 2021, 1), and are represented through hearing events1 that can be signaled
by the verbs ‘listen’ or ‘hear’ as in quotation (3) or by sound words as ‘scream’, ‘burst’,
‘cry’, ‘yell’, in quotation (4).

1. By using the term ‘event’ for narratological segments, we refer to the event I definition by Hühn (2013),
Gius and Vauth (2022, 3): “event I is any change of state and thus a general type of event without further
requirements”.
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(4) “A terrible scream – a prolonged yell of horror and anguish – burst out
of the silence of the moor. That frightful cry turned the blood to ice in my
veins.” (Doyle The Hound of the Baskervilles; emphasis by authors)

In quotation (4), we can also observe an oscillation between especially loud and quiet
sound descriptions that echoes Hurley (2002, 9)’s observation of Gothic fiction’s contin-
uous “confrontations between the low and the high [...] [or] other opposed conditions
– including life/death, natural/supernatural, ancient/modern, realistic/artificial, and
unconscious/conscious”.

Later in this paper, wewill show thatGothic texts often depict extendedperiods of silence
which are interrupted by sudden, often loud, sounds (see subsection 5.1). Quotation
(5) offers an overview of these Gothic representational tropes functioning together:

(5) “It’s eleven o’clock striking by the bell of Saint Paul’s. Listen and you’ll
hear all the bells in the city jangling. Both sit silent, listening to the metal
voices, near and distant, resounding from towers of various heights, in
tones more various than their situations. When these at length cease, all
seems more mysterious and quiet than before. One disagreeable result of
whispering is that it seems to evoke an atmosphere of silence, haunted by
the ghosts of sound‚ strange cracks and tickings, the rustling of garments
that have no substance in them, and the tread of dreadful feet that would
leave no mark on the sea-sand or the winter snow. So sensitive the two
friends happen to be that the air is full of these phantoms, and the two look
over their shoulders by one consent to see that the door is shut.” (Dickens
Bleak House; emphasis by authors)

The sensory experiences of the two characters are described (“listen/ing”, “see”, “look”).
Known (“bell of Saint Paul’s”) and unknown (“strange cracks”) sounds interrupt the
silent ambiance of the city scene (“atmosphere of silence”). A vocabulary of mystery
(“mysterious”, “ghosts”, “phantoms”) triggers an atmosphere of uncertainty (“seems”)
and fear, prompting the reader’s desire to know what happens next.

Our analysis will focus on these represented sounds as we show how their operational-
ization, through the systematic annotation and automated detection of sound indicators,
can reveal new facets of the soundscape of the Gothic.

3. Method

Traditionally, research on sound in fiction has relied on close-reading. In our article, we
present a distant reading approach as an alternative that can access disparate elements
of a soundscape that are invisible to even the most careful reader. Our analysis of
ambient sound is based on a corpus of 19th century literary texts. We analyzed this
corpus through a combination of standard computational literary studies methods,
namely manual and semi-manual annotation (Horstmann 2020) as well as automated
annotation using a Transfer Learning Named Entity Recognition approach (Zöllner et al.
2021) evaluated on manually annotated data.
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Property number

Number of texts 55
Number of texts labeled as Gothic/Gothic-themed 30
Other 19th century British fictional prose texts 25
Number of texts written by female authors 20
Number of texts written by male authors 35

Shortest text (in words) 988
Longest text (in words) 348,079
Texts manually sound annotated 14
Texts dictionary-based sound annotated (corrected false positives) 7
Texts automatically annotated for sound 36

Table 1: Corpus Description.

Figure 1: Length of the corpus texts with different colors for Gothic or other genre texts.

3.1 The Research Corpus

For our corpus, we selected 55 texts of different length (short stories, novellas and novels)
based on a selection of 30 English novels and short stories that were, i.a., mentioned in
The Handbook of the Gothic (Mulvey-Roberts 2009) and supplemented by 25 canonical
works of 19th century English fiction.

The corpus texts (original texts as well as in-line sound annotated texts) are accessible
as plain TXT files (in UTF-8) and XML files with TEI annotations (TEI Consortium
2022). Additionally, we provide a metadata table containing information on, e.g., text
name, author name, author gender, publication year, text length in words, file names,
annotation status, and more). For some statistical information about the corpus, see
Table 1.

3.2 Operationalizing Ambient Sound

To operationalize the phenomenon of ambient sound in literature, we adopted the
proven procedure of reflective text analysis of Pichler and Reiter (2020). Through an
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iterative manual approach, we systematically annotated ambient sound at the word
level, as a lexical unit.

We distinguished between implicit and explicit sound indicators. Explicit sound descrip-
tions are concrete: there is detailed information about the sound present in a scenewhich
is represented through a semantically loaded sound word. Implicit sound description
relies on the reader’s interpretation of a description of an event. For example:

a) Implicit Sound Description:
(6) “The train is entering the station.”
As experienced readers who have heard a train entering a station, we know that the
arrival of the train is noisy. Nevertheless, in this sentence, no sound is annotated because
it is not explicitly described with a lexical unit.

b) Explicit Sound Description:
The lexical unit becomes an explicit sound description when, for example, the action
verb ‘enter’ is exchanged for the sound-indicating verb ‘rattle’, as in the sentence:
(7) “The train rattles into the station.”

The rattling sound of the arriving train is explicitly indicated through the text’s vocab-
ulary such that the sound can be attached to a lexical unit – here the verb ‘rattle’. We
consider this word an annotation unit. An annotation in TEI would be:
(8) “The train <sound>rattles</sound> into the station.”

Particular Annotation Cases
Human sounds can also be part of the ambient soundscape. This is the case, for example,
when the scream of a woman is depicted, or when the sound of a crowd singing or
rumbling is mentioned. In these cases, the human-made sound is not explicitly com-
municating information through language: It does not convey a verbal message of an
identifiable speaker to a specific addressee.

Some ambient sound depictions are not annotated. For example, sound descriptions
referring to iterative events, generalizations and regularities, or references to sounds
realized in the past are not included into the annotation (e.g., “the bells always ring
at noon time” (generalization, regularity), “they often sang the Requiem at funeral
services” (regularity, past). Here ‘ring’ and ‘sang’ do not indicate a represented sound in
a particular scene). Consequently, only sounds that can be diegetically related to events
in the fiction were tagged. This also excludes negated sounds (e.g., “the bell did not
ring today”), as well as the articulation of wishes and conditional statements (e.g., “Oh,
that some encouraging voice would answer in the affirmative!” (Shelley Frankenstein)).
The situation is different, however, for often explicitly described silence (e.g., “there
was a peaceful silence over the misty morning landscape”). Generally, silence is treated
as absence of loud sounds resulting in a calm soundscape. Our decision to tag these
passages does not mean that we simply felt that there were no sounds: rather the
language of text flags the complete absence of sounds by referring explicitly to silence
or to sounds that occur at an imperceptible volume.

Manual Annotation
On the basis of this method for operationalizing ambient sound, we formulated annota-
tion guidelines for the manual annotation of ca. 25% of our corpus. Three annotators
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