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‘He had
them eating
from the
palm of his
hand.’

David Crystal.
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T

he byline above
is a cliche, of
course. But
sometimes,
clichés reveal
truths, and
David Crystal’s performance at
the second annual Babel Lecture
at the University of Huddersfield
had this reviewer reaching for
quite a few of them. Incidentally,
I reached particularly hard for
a cliché involving voices, which
would have been much more
appropriate to the topic at
hand. ‘They hung on his every
word’, was the only one I could
come up with, so feel free to
email the editors with further
suggestions. No matter. But this
particular problem – of finding
the right words to capture what
was essentially an oral tourde-force – becomes even more
acute given that I’m writing
a review (as a text, note) of a
lecture about intonation, stress,
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pitch and rhythm. To state the
obvious for a moment: these are
qualities of spoken language, not
written. The fact that I won’t
be able to put this across in this
review (I thought of using caps
or bold type, but thankfully
thought again), and the extent
to which it will suffer as a result,
is testimony to the importance
of these aspects of language for
communication as a whole.
And speaking of voice:
Professor Crystal manages to
blend characteristic charm and
modesty with absolute authority
– no easy trick. He is warm,
funny, always interesting, never
pompous, and his topics slip
and slide around just like his
accent. Is it just me, or does he
sometimes sound North Welsh,
sometimes clipped North-West
English – sometimes there’s
a hint of Jamaican, even? The
broad palette of his accent
seemed particularly appropriate
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to his topic for the lecture: ‘The
English tone of voice’ (essentially,
intonation, pronunciation and
their variations across Englishes
– as he would have them called),
and he made excellent use of its
range here.
Crystal began by discussing
pitch, giving examples of the
word ‘yes’ as spoken with rising
or falling intonation. He talked
of uptalk, of course, asserting
that it comes from Wales and is
associated with the ‘Celtic Fringe’
of these islands; and that this
is why it is looked down upon.
I have a couple of colleagues
who would disagree profoundly
with that, but Crystal’s take on
the thing is more fun, if less
rooted in the lab. He spoke also
of monotone, the falling-rising
tone, and the use of descending
tone to mark paragraphs of
speech (insert descending tone
here).
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Then, we got to loudness
and speed. There were some
wonderful examples here,
ranging from making ‘a…
very… important… point’ to
‘sayingsomethingabitrisqué’. We
also learned that the standard
rate of speech is around 250
syllables per minute. In formal
radio news broadcasts it slows
to 200. Always the master of
showing rather than telling,
Professor Crystal slowed here to
deliver his lecture at around 150
syllables per minute, then 100
– excruciating (but we all know
people who talk like that). Then,
he sped up to 300, then 350, with
entertaining results (but, again,
we’ve all been there…).
After that, we wended our
way through the ‘occasional
effects’ of tones of voice:
the whisper (no one has yet
found a language that doesn’t
whisper), huskiness (which,
apparently, implies ‘of course…’),
breathiness and, perhaps most
entertainingly, nasalisation.
Professor Crystal told us of
a visit to Brazil by way of
exemplification. His Portuguese

not being as strong as it could
be, he nevertheless gamely asked
the way to Copa Cabana beach
in the native language. Now,
Brazilian Portuguese makes
particular use of a particular type
of nasalisation, and it comes
into significant play in the
pronunciation of ‘Copa Cabana’.
If the nasalisation is imperfectly
performed, then ‘Copa Cabana’
means… something quite
different from ‘an iconic beach’.
Over-nasalised, it has sexual
implications. Imagine overnasalising ‘Can you tell me the
way to Soho?’ (or any other
insalubrious area of a city)
and you’ll get something of its
connotations.
Intonation and rhythm, he
said, are the most important
qualities of spoken language,
and are the first aspects of
language to be acquired by babies
as they babble. At 9 months,
the babble is already starting
to take the prosodic shape of
the language that the baby is
acquiring, from the stress-timed
iambic pentameters of English
to the syllable-timed two-step of

French. Fascinatingly, syllabletimed incarnations of English are
now turning up across the world
as speakers of syllable-timed
native languages learn English,
and transfer the production
habits of their first language
to the new one; examples are
Afrikaans speakers of English,
and also English speakers from
the Caribbean. Even more
interestingly, these speech
characteristics are turning up
in the original home of the
language in the youth patois of
East London (intriguingly under
the circumstances, my autocorrect keeps changing ‘patois’ to
‘patios’).
And here we have the essence
of this talk, and other Crystal
talks that I’ve attended: there is
no judgement, no criticism, no
authoritarian pronouncements
over how languages should
behave. It’s all about what is.
Always descriptive, never
proscriptive – that’s not a bad
(and unclichéd) catchphrase. Not
that David Crystal needs one.¶
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