
Reading aloud and the structure of information

Jesús ROMERO ‘¡RILLO

Universidad Autónoma de Madrid

ABSTRAC’¡

‘¡he present article explores the role of English intonation in the organization of the
information structure in read aluud poetry; and the extent tuwhich the readerreflects his
or her interpretation of the text in the act of reading. In order tu account for this fact, two
readings of the same poem are compared, the secondof these after a discussion about the
meaning of the poem. The analyses show how intonation patterns differ inboth readings.

1. IN’¡RODUCTION

Reading aloud is a somewhat unusual activity which is mainly restricted tu

religious, artistic, scholarly and political domains. Ihe act of reading in itself

implies having tu provide an interpretation of the written text; and reading aloud
mirrors the reader’s understanding of the text and, therefore, of the world that it

depicts. The present article explores the degree of change in the informatiun
structure uf a poem which is read aloud twice. ‘¡he main purpuse is tu discover
the relationship between reading and the conceptual framework that the reader
has in mmd when transferring the written text into the spoken mude.

2. ‘¡HE S’¡RUC’¡URE OF INFORMA’¡ION

It seems tu be a fact that alí human beings possess their own ideas about the
world which enable them tusocializewith the rest of mankind. ‘¡he preconceptions
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that humans fabricate about the world tend tu define the characteristics of the
surrounding situatiun, so that social interaction may suffer the least possible
difficulties in daily communication. ‘¡hese intuitions are based un information
items that, when put together, make up the individual’s social image.

The dynamics of information stands within two clearly defined axes: what is
known and predictable, and what is unknuwn or unpredictablc. According tu
Halliday (1985), the interplay between both sides of the seale is what generates
information from the linguistic and conceptual point of view.

In the spoken language, the structure of information is realised by means of
intonation, especially by the placement of the ‘¡onic; this mechanism forms the
system ufTonicity. ‘¡he ‘¡onic marks the point of major interest in agiven stretch
of language, which is called the ‘¡une Gruup. The ‘¡une Gruup defines the
boundaries of each information unit.

According tu Halliday (1970) dic ‘¡onic element can be distinguished
because it is the predominant part of the Tone Group, and is always a salient
syllable: longer, louder andwith the widest pitch range of the wholeTone Group.
Its function is that of signalling the point of major interest in the ‘¡une Group.
Making a word pruminent, whether it is a elosed-elass ur an open-class item,
always cunstitutes a meaningful choice and implies a choice in the final semantic

load uf the message.
‘¡he ‘¡une Group may consist of either one or two infurmation fuci, the latter

forming Compound ‘¡une Oroups. ‘¡he Focus of a ‘¡une Gruup signals the new
information tu which the listener should pay attention tu (Fries, 1990).

Information in languagecan be distributed in differentunits. The informatiun
unit, which in English coincides with the ‘¡une Gruup, reveals the points uf
information that the speaker has chosen tu highlight. The written language
urients the reader towards these peaks of information by means of uther devices,
such as punctuation, spacing formats, and capitalisation. Nevertheless, it is

impurtant tu point uut that grammaralso contributes tu the euherent transm¡ssion
of information by means of such devices as the passive, cJeft and pseudo-cleft
sentences, branching and other such syntactic strategies.

The kind of new information that the speaker wants tu give maybe cognitive,
achieved by adding new elements of knowledge, ur grammatical, achieved by
adding muod or pularity features. In this process there is always an uverlap
between the speaker’s and the recipients worlds; however, it is always the
speaker whu is the suurce uf the information structure, and the une whu chuoses
tu present the New starting from his/her appreciations of the exophoric and
endophoric elements of the situation.

The Tonic element tends tu be placed at the end ofthe ‘¡une Gruup (unmarked
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pusition), since the information structure unfolds from the known part (the
Civen) tuwards Che New. ‘¡he reason fur Chis urganizatiun is tu guide Che recipient
with the minimum loss of infurmation in what is called «Che principle of
communicative dynamism» developed by Firbas (1970). Sometimesthe unmarked
urganization of information is changed for reasons of contrast or emphasis and
Ihe ‘¡onic eiement appears in a different (marked) position.

On the whole, most linguists accept that Che structure ofinfurmationdevelops
from Given towards New information. Nevertheless, there are many approaches
as tu the deep meaning of these two concepts, and of the linguistic and extra-
linguistic ways tu achieve recoverability of information (seeBrown et al., 1980;
Brown and Yule, 1983; Danes, 1974; Halliday, 1968b; Halliday and Hasan,
1976; and Prince, 1981). ‘¡he theoretical discussion un these issues, although
interesting, is not within the seupe of thisarticle which will use the basic concept
of Given and New as accepted by most schulars.

3. DESCRIP’¡ION OF ‘¡HE EXPERIMENT

‘¡he aim ofthe experiment, which furms part of alarger study (Romero ‘¡nIlo,
1990), was tu investigate the way in which intonation, in this case Tonicity,
reflected Che interpretation that the reader assigned tu a poem.

With regard tu the chuice of participants, it was decided tu chuose two
persons who felt attractedtu reading poetry. Eventually two giris of Che same age,
twenty-une were chosen, with the same educatiunal background and from
approximately the same socio-economie environment.

In Che original studyeach girí selected two poems, une toread herself, andune
Co be read by Che uther girl. It is importanú tu puint out that Che poem tu be
exchanged was not shown tu the other subject until the very moment of reading
it, in order tu check ifChere might be adifference ofwhether the puem was known
or not beforehand. In fact, Chis variable was not significant in rny data, since both
sets of poems heid Che same kind of variation in Che choice of the informatiun
structure.

The recording procedurewas the following, une girí would readapoem, after
which,we would engage in a discussion in order tu see what the poems meantfor
each ufthem.After the discussiun, the same girí would read the poem again. Ruth
readings, complementedwith the discussion, formed the basis of my analysis. In
the present article 1 will analyse the first poem of Che study, which had been
chosen by une of the readers herself.
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4. ANALYSIS OF ‘¡HE POEM «AFTER WE’VE GONE»

In Che presentanalysis Che ‘¡onic element will be signalledwith capital Jetters,
and the ‘¡une Group boundaries with two strokes (II). A single stroke (/) will
signal the foot buundary, andthe numbers attached Co the beginning of the Tone
Group will represent Che ‘¡une used in the reading as described in Halliday (1967
and 1970).

Although my main concern is the study of ‘¡onicity, 1 will use the contrasts
and choices expressed by the systems of Tonality, i.e. the division of the ‘¡une
Oroup into a succession of Thet; and ‘¡une, i.e. the variation in pitch of the Tonie
segment in Che ‘¡une Group. ‘¡hese other systems will help tu round uff Che
analysis, as in each utterance Che speaker has tu make a selection frorn each of
them al the sanie time.

4.1. Firstreading

V/WHO will/Iive in’//OURlhousel/
‘/lAfter/we’ve/GONE//2//AWiII they have/green/PLAStie

tns’//tead of a/LAWN?//

2//M’HO wiIl/live in //OUR/house//
4//After thelWARS?/l
~/flWill therebe mu/TAtions
That’3IICRAWL un ah /FOURS//

//AWill the/shiny robot/WORkers

B&lldreaming/STP..ANGE,’//new/DREAMS?//
2//’Will the/Plgeons$/tig as/TURkeysl/
‘31/ROOST un our/ancient/BFAMS?//

//Who will/use our/KlTchen?//
‘//What will they/COOK?//
//Who will/sleep in/OUR room

And’//how wiII they/LOOK§’//
13//AWÍII they/feel our/ghosts dis/TURbing

Their/CYbernetic/years//.
l3AWith the/Echoes of our/LAUGflter

And the’3/SHAdows of ourIFFARS?//

i//Awill there/still be/LOvers?//

2//Who will/sing our/SONGS?//
‘//Who wiII/Iive in/OIJR house//
//After/weve/GONE?//
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In Che first stanza we findfive different ‘¡une Groups wbich denote five units
uf information in Che four lines of Che stanza. ‘¡he subject of Che first clause.
«who», carnes the ‘¡onic, which in WH-questions is typical of echo questions.
‘¡his markedness is reinforced by the fact that Che Tone Group bears ‘¡une 2,
which is also a feature of echu-questions. ‘¡he reader eommented that Che topic
dealt with by the poem had often puzzled her, and that is whythe stressed «whu»
may refer tu sume entity thought about in advance.

‘¡he secund Tone Gruup in the stanza also contains marked focus, since Che
‘¡onic does nut falí un Che final lexical item. The Tonic lies un «our», stressing
Che pussessiun towardsChe house. In thisway, Che focus uf information, Che New,
lies un the actors of a hypothetical activity or state, «who» and «our».

‘¡he restof Che stanza has unmarked‘¡onicity. In the discussiun, however, Che
reader emphasized the words «plastic» and «Jawn», whiie critizising the use of
artificial plants. It is very likcly that, had these words not appeared in final
position, Chey would have had marked ‘¡onicity.

‘¡he second stanza bears a parallel structure in ‘¡onality, ‘¡he ‘¡onies of the
first line also lic un «who» and «ours», emphasizing again Che newness uf Chese
elements for Che reader. ‘¡he last une of Che stanza has a compuund ‘¡une Group
with Che ‘¡onies un «crawl» and «fours», stressing the strange nature uf Che
inhabitants. In Che discussiun the reader commcnted that she had often Chought
abuut the advent uf a war, and uf its dreadful consequences.

In Che third stanza Che reader makes seven different ‘¡une Groups. ‘¡he first
line has unrnarkcd ‘¡onicity, the ‘¡unic being un «workers». ‘¡his means that the
whole syntactic unit tu which Chis word belongs should be regarded as New, that

is, «the shiny robot workers». ‘¡he fact that Chis Tone Gruup is read with ‘¡une 1,
rather than with Tone 2, indicates CInC the speaker wants tu eniptasize Che

importance of the message.
The second line is cumposed of Cwo ‘¡une Groups, buth of them unmarked.

The first une has Tone 3 and fullows a pause that the speaker makes aC Che end
of the first line. ‘¡his firstTone Group seems tobe dependent un the infurmation
that follows which has the ‘¡onic un «dreams». ‘¡he fact that Che adjective
«strangc» is a modifier uf Che noun «dreams» may be the reason why it is read
with ‘¡une 3, aud not with ‘¡une 1.

In Che third line we find again two ‘¡une Groups with unmarked ‘¡unicity,
which means that we may consider the whole line as new information. The new
in this case is represented by Che words «pigeons» and «turkeys». The seeond
Tune Oroup is also utteredwith Tone 3, as if it contained subsidiary information Co
Che previouselements. Wc could consider Chis Tone Group as aqualifier in syntactie
terms, because it isa nun-definingrelative clausewith an elliptical relativepronoun.
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The last uneof the Chird stanza has acompound Tone Group, with Che Tonics
un «roost» and «beams». ‘¡he ‘¡une used is 13, and it is noticeable Chat Che word
«roost» appears in Che first position, Cherefore it is heavily marked. We should
regard thiselementas new infurmation, although it mayseem abit sirange, since
pigeons and Curkeys have ruosting as une uf Cheir habits. In my opinion Chis
enhancement of Che word «roost» mayjust be a parallelism with Che structure of
Che previous stanza.

In Che discussiun, the reader commented that Che idea of «shiny robot
workers» was quite naive. She emphasized Chat humans may have machines Co
help them in Cheir daily tasks,but thaC Chesemachines would never be human-likc
robots. She alsoemphasized Che contrapusitiunofChe new dreamsthat would take
place in Che ancientbeams. In her opinion, Che whule poem seemsCobea criticism
of Che future and expresses a wurry of what is tu come after our generation.

The fuurth stanza is the most unmarked in ‘¡onality, ‘¡unicity, Tone and
syntax. Bach unecorrespunds tu adifferent clause, the last Cwo being cuordinated
unes. Bach clause carnes Che Tonie in Che last element, except for the third une,
which has Che ‘¡unic un Che pronoun «our», folluwing Che examples discussed
aboye. AII Che clauses are WH-questions with Tone 1, which is Che neutral ‘¡une
for Chis kind uf question.

Stanzas une and four are very related in their meaning, and Chis is the reason
why Che reader uses unmarked intonatiun as she considers Chat many of Che

elements are already Given. For example, the interrogative pronounsdo not carry
Che ‘¡onic, because it has been made explicit befure that the identity uf the new
people asid their habits was Che main cuacan uf Che tender.

The fifth stanza shows a very interesting intunation pattern, becausewe only
find three Compuund ‘¡une Oruups, alí of them with Tone 13. ‘¡he Tonies falí un
«disturbing», «cybernetic», «echoes», «laughter», «shadows» and «Cears».

‘¡he Nominal Gruup «Cheir cybernetic years» is read with ‘¡une 3, which is
unusual, because Ibis tone signais secondary information and Chis Nominal
Group functions as a Direct Object with a prirnary functiun in Che clause. ‘¡he
‘¡onic in this group falís markedly un «cybernetic». ‘¡he unmarked distribution
wuuld have beenwith the ‘¡onic un «years»,and«cybernetic» Cherefure mudifying
the headof Che Nominal Oruup. 1-Iowever, Che reader admits during Che discussion
Che she does nut know Che meaning ufChe word «cybernetic», and that she did not
have time tu look it up in the dictionary. ‘¡his is the reason why Chis wurd is
marked as New.

The lasC stanza of Che poem is characterised by having unmarkedTonality and
Tunicity.
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Second Reading

2//WHO will/live in’//OIJR/honse//
‘//After/weve/GONE//
i//AWiII they havelgreen/PLAStIc

lns’//tead of a/LAWN?/l

2//WI-IO wiIl/Iive in’//OURlhouse//
4//After theIWARS?//
L//AWiII there be mu/TAtions

That>//CRAWL un a113//FOURS//

L//AWiII the/shiny robot/WORkers//

‘//Be/DREAming/strange,’//new/DREAMS?//
I//AWiII the/Pígeons¿/tig as/TURkeys//

‘3//ROOST vn our/ancient/BEAMS?//

‘//WHO will/use our/kitchen?//
‘3//WHAT wilI they/COOK?//
‘3//Who will/steep in/OUR rooni
And’3//HOW will they/LOOK?//

2/PWill they/feel our/ghosts dis/TURbing
Their’//CYbernetic/year.
With the’>//Echoes of our/LAUGI-lter
And the<’//SHAdows uf our/TFARS?//

2//AWiJJ there/stiil be/LOvers?//

>//WHO will/sing our/songs?//
-/IWHO will/live inlour house//
//After/we’ve/GONF?//

In this parC of the discussion 1 will unly stress the main points Chat show
differences with Che first reading.

‘¡he first difference we may noticewith regard tu the intonatiun pattern is in
Che fourthline of Che second stanza, in which Che reader makes two Tone Groups
instead of a compound une. She uses Tone 3 for buth ‘¡une Groups, and makes
«fours» be an independent piece of informatiun, a Newun its own. ‘¡he fact Chat
buth ‘¡une Groups have‘¡une 3 is because theybelung tu adefining relative clause
and are, Cherefure, subsidiary information.

‘¡he third stanza contains more modification Chan the previous unes. In Che
second line Che reader uses Tone 1, instead uf’¡one 3. This situationenhances the
markedness of the question, since ‘¡une 2 is unmarked for polar questions. ‘¡he
use of Tone 3 makes Che structure marginally marked. However, Che use of’¡one
1 in Chis ‘¡une Group currelateswith Che other two parts ufChe clause which,being
independent ‘¡une Groups, both use Tone 1 likewise.

Another change in this second Une is that Che Tonic of the first Tone Group
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haschanged from «strange» tu «dreaming>~,whichleaves the adjective«strange»
as given information. ‘¡his may be due tu the fact Chat it was pointed out in the
discussion and in Che first reading that the new inhabitants would be «strange»
in many ways, and ChereforeChe important thing tu say is that Che robots will also
have Che capacity tu dream.

The third une aJsoundergues a change uf Tone, from 2 tu 1. Since it isa polar
question, this means Chal the reader marks Che question in a evidení way.

‘¡he fuurth stanza sees several changes. ‘¡he mosí impurtant difference in
comparisun with the firsí reading is that the interrugative pronouns receive Che
‘¡onics throughuut Che four lines. ‘¡hese peaks of New Information share the
prutagonism in the last three lines with Che words «cook», «uur», and «look»,
forming Cumpuund tone Groups with ‘¡une 13.

‘¡he firstline uf Uds fourthstanza alsochanges its previousTone andbecomes
marked with ‘¡une 2. ‘¡his change in ‘¡onality, ‘¡unicity and ‘¡une relates tu Che
importance Chal the reader has ascribed tu her huuse during the discussiun. It is
not only that Che reader has shifted the pointsof major informatiun focus, but also
thai she has created more points of prominenceby Che use of doubleTonicity in
Ihe same ‘¡une Group.

In Che fifth stanza Che reader has produced four Tune Groups, with identical
allocation of’¡unics. ‘¡he only difference is Chal Che first ‘¡une Group,which was
compound in Che first reading, is nowsingle anduses ‘¡une 2 for a Polar Questiun.
me second ‘¡une Group sCill marks «cybernetic» as New, subsuming the whole
impressiun uf a new world.

Finally, in Che lasC stanza Che interrogative pronouns also receive Ihe ‘¡onies,
and become Che «News» in Cheir ‘¡une Groups. In fact, Che entities «sungs» and
«house» are already quite known for Che listener, therefore Che reader makes a
parallel ‘¡onicity structure Co that of the previous stanza. Buth ‘¡une Groups get
Tone 2, wbich indicates the impurtance Chat the reader allocates tu Ihe meaning
uf these prunouns.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The uutcome of Che present analysis suggests that Che intunative features of
Che readings do in fact have a close relationship with the reader’s understanding
of Che poem.

In Che experiment we have appreciated a reduction of ‘¡une Gruups in Che
second reading uf Che poem. This fact confirms Che hypothesis that Che reader
treats more informatiun as Oiven after Che discussion, since Chere is no need tu
mark so many íntems with Tonics as in the first reading of Che poem.
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On Che whule, we may deduce that reading aloud is a useful tuol tu ascertain
what a person thinks and expects from a written CexC by means of the intonation
markers used.
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