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chicago manual of style for literary consonance serves as a crucial guide for
writers aiming for precision and stylistic excellence in their prose.
Understanding how to effectively employ literary devices, particularly
consonance, can elevate a piece from mere communication to art. This article
will delve into the nuances of literary consonance as interpreted and applied
within the framework of the Chicago Manual of Style, exploring its
definition, purpose, and practical implementation in various writing
contexts. We will examine the subtle differences between consonance and
similar sound devices, discuss its impact on rhythm and musicality, and
provide actionable advice for writers seeking to harness its power.
Furthermore, we will touch upon the historical significance of consonance in
literature and how adhering to established style guides ensures clarity and
professionalism.
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Understanding Literary Consonance

Literary consonance is a rhetorical device characterized by the repetition of
consonant sounds within a sentence, phrase, or stanza. Unlike rhyme, which
typically involves the repetition of similar vowel and consonant sounds at
the end of words, consonance focuses specifically on the consonant sounds.
These repetitions can occur anywhere within the words - at the beginning, in
the middle, or at the end. The intentional use of consonance can
significantly enhance the texture, rhythm, and memorability of written text,
imbuing it with a musical quality that engages the reader on an auditory
level.

The effect of consonance is often subtle, contributing to the overall flow
and sonic landscape of a piece without being overtly noticeable. It can
create a sense of unity or cohesion, linking words and ideas through shared
phonetic elements. When deployed skillfully, consonance can evoke specific
moods, underscore thematic elements, or even create a sense of unease or



intensity, depending on the chosen sounds and their placement.

The Chicago Manual of Style's Perspective on
Consonance

While the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) does not dedicate a singular chapter
specifically to literary consonance in the same way i1t addresses grammar or
citation, its principles implicitly guide its proper use. The CMOS emphasizes
clarity, consistency, and stylistic appropriateness in writing. For literary
consonance, this means ensuring its use serves a clear purpose and does not
detract from the overall readability or intent of the text. The Manual’s
guidance on word choice, sentence structure, and the avoidance of excessive
ornamentation implicitly supports the judicious application of sound devices
like consonance.

The CMOS, in its broader discussions on stylistic elements, encourages
writers to be mindful of the sonic qualities of language. While it doesn’t
dictate specific instances of consonance, it provides the foundational
understanding that effective writing involves careful consideration of every
element, including the sound. For academic and professional writing, the CMOS
leans towards precision and avoids gratuitous literary flourishes. However,
in creative writing contexts where the CMOS might be a reference, the
understanding of consonance is still paramount for authors aiming for
stylistic mastery, even if the Manual itself doesn't offer prescriptive rules
for its usage beyond general principles of effective writing.

Consonance in Creative vs. Academic Writing

The application of literary consonance varies significantly between creative
and academic writing, and the CMOS, while comprehensive, addresses these
different needs differently. In creative writing, which includes fiction,
poetry, and drama, consonance is a vital tool for crafting evocative prose
and verse. Writers use it to create rhythm, enhance imagery, and build
emotional resonance. The CMOS, when consulted for creative manuscripts, would
implicitly endorse the use of consonance as a legitimate artistic technique,
provided it contributes to the work's aesthetic and communicative goals.

Conversely, academic writing, as guided by the CMOS, typically prioritizes
clarity, objectivity, and directness. While occasional, subtle instances of
consonance might occur naturally and even enhance the flow of an argument,
deliberate and overt use of consonance is generally discouraged. The focus in
academic prose is on the logical presentation of information and evidence,
rather than on sonic ornamentation. Therefore, while the principles of
careful language use from the CMOS apply universally, the embrace and purpose
of consonance differ starkly between these two domains.

Differentiating Consonance from Similar Sound



Devices

It is essential to distinguish consonance from other figures of speech that
involve sound repetition to ensure accurate identification and application.
The primary distinctions lie in the types of sounds repeated and their
positions within words.

Alliteration: The Sound of the Beginning

Alliteration is perhaps the most widely recognized sound device. It is
characterized by the repetition of initial consonant sounds in closely
connected words. For example, "Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers.”
Here, the 'p' sound is repeated at the beginning of several words. The CMOS,
in its general guidance on prose style, would implicitly view alliteration as
a tool that can be effective when used sparingly, but can become distracting
if overdone, particularly in non-poetic contexts.

Assonance: The Vowel Connection

Assonance, on the other hand, involves the repetition of vowel sounds within
words, regardless of the consonants that surround them. A classic example is
"The rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain." The repeated long 'a' sound
contributes to the musicality of the phrase. While distinct from consonance,
assonance often works in conjunction with it to create a richer sonic texture
within a text.

Onomatopoeia: Words That Mimic Sounds

Onomatopoeia refers to words that imitate the natural sounds of things, such
as "buzz," "hiss," "meow," or "bang." This device directly links a word's
sound to the sound it represents. The CMOS would consider onomatopoeia a
stylistic choice, often more prevalent in descriptive or creative writing to
enhance realism or sensory experience.

In essence, while all three - alliteration, assonance, and onomatopoeia - are
sonic devices, consonance is specifically about the repetition of consonant
sounds anywhere within words, offering a unique way to influence the rhythm
and feel of language.

The Purpose and Impact of Consonance in Writing

The strategic deployment of consonance extends beyond mere phonetic
repetition; it serves a multitude of stylistic and rhetorical purposes. Its
impact can range from subtle to profound, significantly shaping the reader's
experience and the overall effectiveness of the written piece.



Enhancing Musicality and Rhythm

One of the primary functions of consonance is to imbue writing with a sense
of musicality and rhythm. By repeating consonant sounds, writers can create a
pleasing cadence, making the text more enjoyable to read aloud and to the
ear. This can guide the reader's pace, drawing attention to specific phrases
or creating a sense of flow that propels the narrative forward. The
consistent use of certain consonant sounds can establish a particular tempo
or beat within a passage.

Creating Emphasis and Connection

Consonance can be used to subtly emphasize particular words or ideas. When
consonant sounds are repeated, the words containing those sounds can gain a
certain prominence, drawing the reader's subconscious attention. This
repetition also creates a sense of connection between the words, linking them
thematically or conceptually through their shared sound. This can be
particularly effective in poetry or persuasive writing where reinforcing key
terms or concepts is crucial.

Evoking Mood and Atmosphere

The choice of consonant sounds can significantly contribute to the mood and

atmosphere of a piece. Hard, percussive consonants like 'k,' 't,' or 'p' can
create a sense of abruptness, tension, or force. Softer, more liquid
consonants like 'l,' 'm,' or 'n' might evoke a sense of gentleness,

melancholy, or flow. The careful selection and placement of these sounds
allow writers to subtly manipulate the emotional tone of their writing,
aligning it with the subject matter.

Improving Memorability

Repetitive sound patterns, including consonance, have a natural tendency to
make language more memorable. The pleasing auditory experience created by
well-executed consonance can cause phrases or lines to stick in the reader's
mind, enhancing recall and impact. This is a key reason why literary devices
like consonance are so prevalent in poetry, song lyrics, and even famous
prose passages.

Practical Application: Examples and Techniques

Applying consonance effectively requires a keen ear for sound and a
deliberate approach to word selection. While it can occur naturally,
conscious use amplifies its impact.



Identifying and Utilizing Consonant Clusters

Writers can actively look for opportunities to weave in consonant
repetitions. This involves paying attention to the consonant sounds within
words and finding ways to link them. For instance, consider the phrase "a
flurry of fluttering feathers." The repetition of the 'f' and 'l' sounds
creates a soft, airy quality appropriate for describing feathers.

Consonance in Specific Word Choices

The choice of verbs, adjectives, and nouns can be influenced by their
consonant sounds. A writer aiming for a sense of struggle might choose words
with repeated hard 'g' or 'k' sounds, such as "struggling, dragging,
clanking." Conversely, a description of a peaceful scene might utilize softer
sounds like "lull, mellow, ripple."

Using Consonance for Thematic Reinforcement

Consonance can also serve to reinforce themes. If a story deals with themes
of decay and corruption, a writer might employ words with repeated harsh or
sibilant consonant sounds, such as "rotting, moldering, silty, wistful." This
sonic repetition can subconsciously underscore the thematic elements for the
reader.

Examples in Literature

Consider Edgar Allan Poe's "The Raven," which is replete with consonance:
"Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, / Over many a
quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore— / While I nodded, nearly
napping, suddenly there came a tapping, / As of some one gently rapping,
rapping at my chamber door." The repetition of 'w' sounds ("while I pondered,
weak and weary") and 'p' and 't' sounds ("pondered, weak and weary, Over many
a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore— While I nodded, nearly
napping, suddenly there came a tapping, As of some one gently rapping,
rapping at my chamber door") contributes to the poem's somber, hypnotic
rhythm.

Consonance in Different Literary Genres

The prevalence and function of consonance vary across different literary
genres, reflecting the distinct aims and conventions of each.

Poetry: A Cornerstone of Sound

In poetry, consonance is a fundamental tool for crafting musicality, rhythm,



and emotional depth. Poets frequently use consonance to link lines, create
internal rhyme, and enhance the texture of their verse. The precise
repetition of consonant sounds can contribute to the poem's overall mood,
whether it be melancholic, energetic, or contemplative. The deliberate
interplay of consonance, assonance, and rhyme allows poets to create complex
sonic patterns that engage the reader's auditory senses.

Prose Fiction: Enhancing Description and Flow

Within prose fiction, consonance often serves to enrich descriptive passages
and improve the flow of sentences. A novelist might use consonance to paint a
vivid auditory picture, such as describing the "sibilant hiss of the serpent"
or the "clatter and bang of the collapsing wall." It can also be used more
subtly to create a pleasing rhythm in dialogue or narrative, making it more
engaging and immersive. The CMOS, while focused on clarity, would implicitly
support the use of consonance in fiction when it genuinely enhances the
descriptive power or narrative momentum.

Drama: Spoken Word and Performance

In dramatic writing, where dialogue is meant to be spoken aloud, consonance
plays a significant role in performance. Writers use it to make lines more
memorable, to create emphasis, and to convey character or emotion through
sound. The rhythm and repetition inherent in consonance can make dialogue
more impactful and resonant for an audience. The spoken nature of drama means
that sonic devices are not merely decorative but integral to the delivery and
reception of the text.

Technical and Academic Writing: Subtlety is Key

As previously mentioned, in technical and academic writing, the use of
consonance is generally minimal and often unintentional. The primary focus is
on the clear and precise transmission of information. While some consonance
may naturally occur, overt or deliberate use would likely be considered a
distraction. The CMOS guidelines for these genres emphasize directness and
clarity, which usually eschew elaborate sound devices.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

While consonance is a powerful tool, its overuse or misapplication can
detract from the writing rather than enhance it. Awareness of common pitfalls
is crucial for its effective implementation.

Overuse Leading to Monotony

The most frequent error is overusing consonance to the point where it becomes



noticeable and monotonous. When too many words share the same consonant sound
in close proximity, the text can sound forced or sing-songy, losing its
natural rhythm. Writers should aim for subtlety; consonance should often be
felt rather than overtly heard. The CMOS, with its emphasis on elegance and
naturalness, would implicitly caution against such excessive repetition.

Forced Word Choices

Another pitfall is forcing word choices solely for the sake of consonance.
Selecting a less precise or awkward word simply because it shares a consonant
sound with a nearby word undermines the clarity and meaning of the sentence.
The goal is to enhance the existing meaning and flow, not to contort language
for phonetic effect. Always prioritize the intended message over the sound
device.

Clashing Sounds and Meanings

Sometimes, the consonant sounds chosen might inadvertently clash with the
intended mood or meaning. For example, using harsh, percussive consonants in
a passage meant to be serene and peaceful would create a jarring effect.
Writers should consider the emotional connotations of different consonant
sounds and ensure they align with the overall tone of the piece.

To avoid these issues, writers are encouraged to read their work aloud. This
practice allows the ear to catch awkward repetitions or unintended phonetic
effects. Revision is key; allow for adjustments to word order or word choice
to refine the sonic quality of the prose, ensuring that consonance serves the
writing rather than dominating it.

FAQ Section:

Q: What is the primary definition of literary
consonance according to stylistic guides?

A: Literary consonance is defined as the repetition of consonant sounds
within words in a phrase, sentence, or line of verse. This repetition can
occur at the beginning, middle, or end of words, and it is distinct from
rhyme which focuses on the repetition of both vowel and consonant sounds at
the end of words.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the
use of consonance?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not provide specific rules for the
application of literary consonance. However, its overarching principles of
clarity, stylistic appropriateness, and avoidance of excessive ornamentation
implicitly guide its use. In creative contexts, it is seen as a valid
literary device, while in academic writing, its use should be minimal and
unobtrusive.



Q: What is the difference between consonance and
alliteration?

A: The key difference lies in the position of the repeated consonant sound.
Alliteration is the repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words,
such as in "Peter Piper." Consonance, conversely, involves the repetition of
consonant sounds anywhere within words, not exclusively at the beginning.

Q: Can consonance be used effectively in academic
essays?

A: While not a primary focus, consonance can appear naturally in academic
essays and, if subtle, can enhance readability. However, deliberate and overt
use of consonance is generally discouraged in academic writing, which
prioritizes clarity, objectivity, and directness over rhetorical flourishes.

Q: How does consonance contribute to the musicality
of writing?

A: Consonance contributes to musicality by creating rhythmic patterns and
pleasing phonetic textures through the repetition of consonant sounds. This
can make prose and poetry more enjoyable to read, influencing the pace and
flow, and engaging the reader on an auditory level.

Q: Are there any specific consonant sounds that evoke
certain emotions?

A: Yes, different consonant sounds can evoke different emotional responses.

Harder, plosive consonants like 'p,' 't,' 'k' might suggest abruptness or
force, while softer, liquid consonants like '1l,' 'm,' 'n' can imply
gentleness or fluidity. Sibilant sounds like 's,' 'sh' can create a sense of

hissing or whispering.

Q: What is a common mistake writers make when using
consonance?

A: A common mistake is overusing consonance, leading to monotony or a forced,
unnatural sound. Another pitfall is choosing awkward or imprecise words
simply to achieve a consonant repetition, thus compromising the clarity and
meaning of the text.

Q: How can a writer practice identifying and using
consonance?

A: Writers can practice by reading poetry and prose aloud, actively listening
for repeated consonant sounds. They can also experiment by rewriting
sentences to incorporate more deliberate consonance, focusing on enhancing
rhythm and meaning without sounding artificial. Analyzing well-crafted
examples from literature is also beneficial.
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