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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for Literary Assonance

chicago manual of style for literary assonance is a nuanced topic that explores how writers can
effectively employ sound repetition to enhance their prose, particularly in literary works. While the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) primarily focuses on the mechanics of scholarly and professional
writing, its principles can be thoughtfully applied to the art of literary composition, including the
deliberate use of assonance. This article will delve into the core concepts of assonance, its stylistic
impact, and how one might consider its application within the broader framework of polished writing
as advocated by the CMOS. We will examine the definition of assonance, distinguish it from related
phonetic devices, and discuss its role in creating mood, rhythm, and memorable phrasing.
Furthermore, we will explore how conscious attention to sonic elements can elevate narrative and
poetic expression, aligning with the CMOS's emphasis on clarity and precision in language.
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What is Literary Assonance?

Literary assonance is a rhetorical device that involves the repetition of vowel sounds within words
that are close to each other in a sentence or phrase. This repetition is not necessarily at the beginning
of words, which would be alliteration, nor does it involve the repetition of consonant sounds, which is
consonance. Instead, assonance focuses on the internal vowel melody, creating a subtle yet powerful
sonic effect that can resonate with readers. The goal is to create a pleasing auditory experience that
enhances the meaning and emotional impact of the text.

In essence, assonance is about crafting a musicality within language. It’s a deliberate choice to link
words through shared vowel sounds, which can contribute to the overall flow and texture of a piece of
writing. Think of it as a subtle echo, a musical thread woven through the fabric of sentences, that
draws attention to particular phrases and ideas without being overtly obtrusive. Mastering this device
requires a keen ear for the sounds of language and an understanding of how these sounds can be
manipulated for artistic effect.



Assonance vs. Other Phonetic Devices

It is crucial to distinguish assonance from other closely related phonetic devices to fully appreciate its
unique contribution to literary style. Each device plays a different role in shaping the soundscape of a
text, and understanding these distinctions is fundamental for effective stylistic analysis and
application. The Chicago Manual of Style, while not directly addressing literary assonance in detail,
implicitly advocates for precision in language use, which extends to understanding these sonic
elements.

Alliteration

Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds in words that are close together. For instance,
"Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers." Here, the repeated 'p' sound at the beginning of words
creates a strong, percussive effect. While alliteration is often more obvious and attention-grabbing
than assonance, both devices contribute to the sonic richness of a text.

Consonance

Consonance is the repetition of consonant sounds within or at the end of words that are close
together, while the vowel sounds differ. An example would be "The lumpy bumpy road." The repeated
'm' and 'p' sounds create a rhyming or echoing effect. Consonance can create a sense of lingering or
a more subdued, rhythmic quality compared to the distinct vowel echoes of assonance.

Rhyme

Rhyme is the correspondence of sound between words or the endings of words, especially when these
are used at the ends of lines of poetry. For example, "The cat sat on the mat." Rhyme is typically
more pronounced and occurs at the end of words or lines, whereas assonance can occur anywhere
within words and throughout sentences.

Understanding these differences allows writers to intentionally choose the specific phonetic effect
they wish to achieve. Assonance offers a subtler, more pervasive sonic texture than alliteration or
rhyme, making it a valuable tool for nuanced literary expression.

The Stylistic Impact of Assonance in Literature

The impact of assonance on literary works can be profound, influencing everything from mood and
tone to memorability and rhythm. When employed skillfully, assonance can imbue prose with a
musicality that elevates it beyond mere communication to an art form. It can create a sense of flow,
connect disparate ideas through sonic links, and subtly guide the reader's emotional response.



Assonance can be used to evoke specific feelings or atmospheres. For instance, the repetition of long
'o' sounds might create a sense of melancholy or vastness, while the repetition of short 'i' sounds
could convey a sense of urgency or sharpness. This sonic dimension adds a layer of sensory
experience for the reader, making the text more immersive and engaging.

Furthermore, assonance contributes to the overall rhythm and cadence of prose. It can create internal
rhymes or echoes that make sentences more pleasing to the ear and easier to remember. This
rhythmic quality can be particularly effective in narrative passages, where it can enhance pacing, or
in descriptive passages, where it can paint a more vivid auditory picture.

Applying CMOS Principles to Literary Assonance

While the Chicago Manual of Style is primarily a guide for academic and professional writing, its
underlying principles of clarity, precision, and polish are directly applicable to the intentional use of
literary assonance. The CMOS emphasizes accuracy in grammar, punctuation, and style, and by
extension, encourages writers to be deliberate and effective in their stylistic choices, including sonic
ones.

The manual’s focus on clear and unambiguous language suggests that any stylistic device, including
assonance, should serve a purpose and enhance understanding rather than obscure it. When using
assonance in literary writing, the writer should ensure that the sonic repetition reinforces the meaning
or emotional impact of the text. It should not feel accidental or gratuitous, but rather a deliberate
choice that contributes to the overall aesthetic and communicative goals of the piece.

The CMOS also stresses the importance of consistent style. For writers employing assonance, this
means developing a discerning ear and a consistent approach to its application within a particular
work. Whether it's used subtly throughout or more prominently in specific passages, the effect should
feel integrated and intentional, reflecting a thoughtful command of language.

Subtlety and Intentionality

A key principle derived from the spirit of the CMOS is the importance of subtlety and intentionality
when employing literary devices. Assonance, in particular, thrives when it is not overtly noticeable but
rather contributes to an overall impression. Overuse or an obvious application can detract from the
narrative or poetic impact, making the writing feel forced.

Writers should aim for assonance that feels organic to the flow of language. It should not interrupt the
reader's experience or draw undue attention to itself as a technical exercise. Instead, it should subtly
enhance the mood, rhythm, or thematic resonance of the passage. This intentional subtlety is a
hallmark of sophisticated prose and aligns with the CMOS’s recommendation for judicious and
purposeful stylistic choices.



Techniques for Employing Assonance

Employing assonance effectively involves more than just randomly repeating vowel sounds. It
requires a conscious understanding of which sounds to repeat and how their repetition can influence
the reader's perception and interpretation of the text. Several techniques can help writers master this
art.

Identifying Target Vowel Sounds

The first step is to identify the specific vowel sounds that can be strategically repeated. This involves
listening carefully to the phonetic qualities of words. For example, the short 'a' sound in "cat," "map,"
and "trap" creates a different effect than the long 'a' sound in "gate," "lake," and "wait." Writers
should consider the emotional or atmospheric connotations associated with different vowel sounds.

Strategic Word Choice

Once target sounds are identified, the writer can focus on selecting words that contain these sounds.
This might involve searching for synonyms or rephrasing sentences to incorporate words with the
desired vowel repetitions. For instance, to create a sense of unease with a short 'i' sound, a writer
might opt for words like "flicker," "shiver," or "trickle" instead of more neutral alternatives.

Creating Rhythmic Patterns

Assonance can be used to establish or reinforce rhythmic patterns within sentences. By strategically
placing words with similar vowel sounds, writers can create a cadence that guides the reader's pace
and enhances the flow of the prose. This can be particularly useful in descriptive passages where a
particular rhythm can amplify the imagery.

Linking Thematic Elements

Assonance can also serve a thematic purpose by creating sonic links between related concepts or
ideas. Repeating a specific vowel sound in words associated with different aspects of a theme can
subtly reinforce the interconnectedness of those elements in the reader's mind, a sophisticated
technique for adding depth to a text.

Examples of Assonance in Practice

Examining concrete examples of assonance in literature can greatly illuminate its practical application



and stylistic impact. These examples, drawn from various literary traditions, demonstrate how skillful
use of vowel repetition can enhance meaning and aesthetic appeal.

Short 'a' Sound

Consider the phrase: "The announcer gave a brash, rash pronouncement." The repetition of the short
'a' sound here lends a certain abruptness and perhaps even irritation to the statement. The sound
itself feels quick and clipped, mirroring the nature of the pronouncement.

Long 'e' Sound

A passage might read: "The green seam gleamed." The repetition of the long 'e' sound evokes a
sense of smoothness, vastness, or perhaps a lingering quality. It can create a more serene or
expansive feeling in the writing.

Short 'i' Sound

In a sentence like: "The whip-will’s misery will dim." The recurring short 'i' sound can contribute to a
sense of fragility, sharpness, or even a frantic energy, depending on the context. It can create a
feeling of being unsettled or tense.

These examples illustrate how assonance, through the choice of specific vowel sounds and their
repetition, can subtly shape the reader's experience and understanding of the text, adding a layer of
sonic artistry to the written word.

The Role of Assonance in Rhythm and Musicality

The inherent musicality of language is amplified through the strategic use of assonance, playing a
significant role in establishing the rhythm and flow of literary works. This sonic quality can transform
prose from functional communication into a more evocative and engaging experience for the reader,
akin to listening to music.

Assonance contributes to the overall cadence of sentences and paragraphs by creating internal
echoes and resonances. When vowel sounds are repeated, they can create a pleasing, almost lyrical
effect that draws the reader in. This is especially true when assonance is employed consistently within
a particular passage, establishing a discernible pattern that enhances the reading experience.

The rhythmic patterns created by assonance can also influence the pacing of a text. For example, a
rapid succession of words with short, sharp vowel sounds might quicken the pace, while a series of
words with long, drawn-out vowel sounds could slow it down, creating a more deliberate and



contemplative feel. This control over rhythm allows writers to manipulate the reader's emotional and
intellectual engagement with the material.

Beyond simple rhythm, assonance contributes to the overall texture of the writing. It adds a layer of
auditory depth that can make prose more memorable and impactful. This musicality is not merely
decorative; it can underscore the thematic elements of a work, reinforce imagery, and deepen the
emotional resonance of the narrative or poetry.

Subtlety and Intentionality in Assonance

The artful deployment of assonance in literature hinges on a delicate balance of subtlety and
intentionality. While the device itself is a form of repetition, its power lies in its ability to enhance the
text without drawing undue attention to its own mechanics. This principle aligns with the broader
emphasis on refined and purposeful language found in stylistic guides like the Chicago Manual of
Style, even though the manual may not explicitly detail assonance.

Writers should strive to weave assonance into their prose naturally, so it feels like an organic
extension of the language rather than an artificial imposition. Overt or forced assonance can detract
from the reader's immersion, making the writing seem self-conscious or overly stylized. The goal is for
the sonic effects to complement and amplify the meaning and emotional weight of the words, rather
than to stand out as a deliberate exercise in sound play.

Intentionality is paramount. Every instance of assonance should ideally serve a purpose, whether it's
to create a specific mood, emphasize a particular idea, or enhance the rhythm of a sentence. This
requires a conscious awareness of the sounds of language and a thoughtful selection of words that
achieve the desired effect. By being deliberate in their choices, writers can harness the power of
assonance to elevate their prose, making it more resonant, memorable, and aesthetically pleasing.

---

Q: What is the primary difference between assonance and
consonance according to the Chicago Manual of Style
principles?
A: While the Chicago Manual of Style doesn't explicitly define literary assonance versus consonance,
its emphasis on precision in language implies that clarity in understanding these devices is crucial.
Assonance involves the repetition of vowel sounds within words that are close together, whereas
consonance involves the repetition of consonant sounds within or at the end of words.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer specific guidance on
how to use assonance for literary effect?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not offer specific prescriptive guidance on the use of literary
assonance as a stylistic technique. Its focus is primarily on the mechanics of grammar, punctuation,



citation, and manuscript preparation for scholarly and professional writing. However, its underlying
principles of clarity, precision, and intentionality can be applied by writers to their use of assonance.

Q: How can assonance be used to enhance the mood of a
literary piece, as might be considered under a broad
interpretation of stylistic principles?
A: Assonance can be used to enhance mood by repeating specific vowel sounds that carry emotional
connotations. For example, long vowel sounds might evoke a sense of calm or melancholy, while
short, sharp vowel sounds could create tension or urgency, contributing to the overall atmosphere of
a literary work.

Q: Is assonance considered a form of figurative language, or
is it purely a phonetic device within the context of stylistic
considerations?
A: Assonance is primarily considered a phonetic device, dealing with the sound of words. However, its
deliberate and skillful use in literature often elevates it to a figurative element, as it contributes to the
overall meaning, imagery, and emotional impact of the text, much like metaphors or similes.

Q: How does the concept of "internal rhyme" relate to
assonance, and would the Chicago Manual of Style implicitly
favor one over the other for clarity?
A: Internal rhyme is a broader term that can include assonance, as well as other sound repetitions
within a line. Assonance specifically refers to vowel sound repetition. Under the broad principles of
clarity advocated by the Chicago Manual of Style, both devices would be considered effective if they
enhance the text's readability and impact without causing confusion.

Q: Can assonance be considered a tool for improving
readability and memorability in prose, in line with general
editorial principles?
A: Yes, assonance can significantly contribute to both readability and memorability. The pleasing
sonic quality it introduces can make prose flow more smoothly, and the repetition of sounds can
create memorable phrases and echoes that resonate with the reader, aiding recall.

Q: How would one identify assonance in a text if they were
applying a meticulous analytical approach, as might be
expected in a text edited by Chicago Manual of Style



standards?
A: Identifying assonance involves carefully reading a text aloud or "listening" to it mentally, paying
close attention to the repetition of vowel sounds within words in close proximity. This requires a
phonetic awareness rather than just a visual one, focusing on how words sound rather than how they
are spelled.

Q: Is there a risk of overusing assonance, and if so, how might
the Chicago Manual of Style’s emphasis on restraint inform its
application?
A: Yes, there is a significant risk of overusing assonance, which can make prose sound forced,
artificial, or even nonsensical. The Chicago Manual of Style implicitly advocates for restraint and
intentionality in all stylistic choices. Therefore, writers should use assonance judiciously, ensuring it
serves the text's purpose rather than becoming a distracting element.
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