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This contribution discusses the iconic nature of prosody within the framework of 
linguosemiotic and functional-and-pragmatic approaches. It substantiates a theoretical 
background for the analysis of phonosemantic complexes as a combination of prosodic qualities 
that together with lexical means can create iconic relations of a meaning (semantics) and a form 
(prosody) in English emotional speech. 
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Modern linguistic studies show the great scientific potential of iconicity, i.e. 

a natural resemblance of a meaning and a form in a language. Moreover, some 
linguists argue that this is not just a marginal peculiarity but a fundamental feature 
of a language [7; 10; 11] and it undoubtedly contributes to the general theory of a 
language origin. That is why researches are increasingly turning to in-depth and 
comprehensive analysis of linguistic iconicity which is regarded to be an integral 
feature of a language linking its two properties – the linguistic form and the 
meaning [2; 7: 8; 10; 13]. 

Reinterpreting the basic Saussurean principle of the arbitrary nature of a 
linguistic sign, the latter can have both natures: arbitrary and natural. This idea is 
developed as a result of a great deal of investigations including phonological, 
phonetic, semiotic and semantic data that support the idea of linguistic iconicity. 
Iconicity as the natural resemblance of meaning and form is studied mainly within 
the framework of a semiotic approach according to which any linguistic sign 
consists of the signifier (sound or form) and the signified (idea or meaning) as well 
as within a functional-and-pragmatic approach. Nowadays the most developed 
remain studies of iconicity of phonetic means at a segmental level that focus on 
such problems as: (a) sound symbolism of phonemes [11] and phonaesthemes [1]; 
(b) onomatopoeia [5]; (c) iconic words [13]; (d) the role of sound symbolism in 
language acquisition [3]. 

However, it should be stated that there appear studies that take into account 
prosodic iconicity, i.e. iconicity on the suprasegmental level. These investigations 
consider pitch melody [7; 8], tempo [9], pausation [2]. Being an integral part of 
phonetic studies, suprasegmentals are worth being included into the objects of 
phonosemantic investigations due to their considerable iconic potential [4; 6; 12].  
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The results of our research of English emotional speech prosody show that 
under certain circumstances phonetic means of suprasegmental level may interact 
with lexical means which causes associative-symbolic (iconic) relation between 
two levels. As a result, it creates a motivated language sign, where the signifier 
denotes the meaning (semantics) and the signified prosodic form (phonetics). 
Within such understanding of a phonosemantic complex the primary trigger there 
lies on a lexical level which a phonetic level tries to mime or imitate. This usually 
happens in emotional speech for intonation performs both attitudinal and 
meaningful functions that working together potentially make all components of 
intonation (melody, loudness, tempo, pausation, rhythm and timbre) iconically 
relevant.  

The experimental research proves that iconicity on the suprasegmental level 
tends to appear in emotional speech due to intonation’s essential ability to perform 
the emotional function. Iconic potential of suprasegmentals is realized through 
phonosemantic means that are defined as the use of phonetic means that are built 
upon particular semantic meaning establishing the iconicity principle. The research 
assumes that phonosemantic means are combined into phonosemantic complexes 
that include the means of both segmental and suprasegmental levels with their 
ability to mime the utterance meaning through their formal characteristics. The 
classification of phonosemantic complexes is based on the semantic criterion and 
includes the basic phonosemantic complexes as Movement, Physical Dimensions 
and Emotional State. The obtained experimental data allow us to determine the 
prosodic peculiarities of the phonosemantic complexes organization in emotional 
speech. It proves that neutral speech is absolutely poor on phonosemantic 
complexes, which underlines the fact that these complexes is a privilege of 
emotional speech. 

So, we may conclude that prosodic iconicity is based on the notion of a 
prosodic iconic (phonosemantic) complex which is a group of prosodic features 
that have natural resemblance with the meaning of an utterance where they are 
realized. As a matter of fact, a prosodic iconic complex as a linguistic unit consists 
of two sides: a signifier (prosodic realization) and a signified (semantics). The 
results of the experimental phonetic study outline the prospects for further study of 
the iconic nature of prosody by involving spectral analysis in the research methods 
and establishing new patterns of iconic connection of the meaning and form. 
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