
Borrowing onomatopoeias 

Foreign language students are always entertained to realise that animals make different sounds 

in other languages. Thus, words imitating sounds seem to be too constrained to be possible 

loanwords. 

Onomatopoeias simply defined as “the formation of words imitative of sounds” (OED) are 

prominent in children’s literature. Indeed, the imitation of sounds in a book often read out loud 

helps reinforce the vivid sensory experience in the child’s mind. 

Onomatopoeia is often used as a hypernym term encompassing various analyses of sound 

symbolism. Miller gives an extensive description of sound symbolism (2014:154-172) and 

identifies several kinds of relationships between sound and meaning. He establishes two 

“supercategories of iconicity”, namely indexical iconicity and primary iconicity. Within 

indexical iconicity, two subtypes can be established: syn(a)esthesia (or relational iconicity) and 

phon(a)esthesia (also called sound symbolism, or complex iconicity). Primary iconicity is also 

subdivided into ideophones (or paraverbal mimologies) and onomatopoeias (2014:155). 

However complex and detailed the analysis of sound words can be, researchers agree to their 

uniqueness as regards their source language. Newman (2001:251) explains that ideophones are 

“part of the structure of a specific language and have to be viewed in the context of that 

language”. For Körtvélyessy (2020: 512) “each language produces onomatopoeic words by 

imitation of non-articulated sounds by means of an articulated system of phonemes specific to 

any given language”. For Körtvélyessy, onomatopoeias are also conventionalised linguistic 

signs which thus can be further categorised in three types (2020: 541): “genuine onomatopoeia 

(e.g. woof) phonosthemic onomatopoeia (e.g. swish), and pseudo-onomatopoeia (e.g. whip). 

While genuine and phonosthemic onomatopoeias can be associated with words without 

etymologies, pseudo-onomatopoeia represents etymological words”. She explains that whip has 

its origin in Middle Dutch or Middle Low German and thus is not a direct imitation of sound 

but a case of borrowing.  

This article analyses the translation of neological sound words encountered in a multilingual 

parallel corpus of children’s books (9 million words written in and translated into English, 

German, French and Italian). Translations sometimes follow the uniqueness of each language 

system, finding an equivalence which is coined (e.g. Ughbwelch! Ieeeech! EN > Grroaatsch! 

Iigittigittigitt! DE, Aaapouuuuhhhh ! Spouuuuuâââââââshhhhh ! FR, Pfeeeeeeh! Achchch! IT) 

or an equivalence which is already conventionally used (e.g. English shhhh < chut into French). 

However, in the context of children’s literature, cases of borrowing (e.g. hhrrmph, 

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGH, Rtt-ta-ta-ta, bang-bang-bang, etc.) indicate that sound words, 

do not need to be a direct imitation of sound with the given phonotactics of a language but can 

be easily loaned from one language to another. 
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