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A closer investigation of the perceptual dimensions of speech 

sounds must be expected to throw some light on the general laws 

governing the structure of phonemic systems, the general tendencies 

of sound development, and the facts of sound symbolism. The closer 

we come to central processes the better will we understand the essen

tial characteristics of speech. 

Starting from iloman Jakobson's hypothesis *) that vowels 

are perceived in two dimensions (corresponding to the normal F 2 - F1 
diagram) and that these dimensions are closely related to the colour 

dimensions bright-dark and saturated-non-saturated, the author car

ried out a number of tests in the years 1949-51, 1952-54, and 1964-65 

(~_ith gerierally from 4o to 200 students without previous phonetic 

training participating in each test) asking the subjects to group the 

Danish long vowels i: y: u: e: o: æ: J: æ: a: 
in three groups (bright-~ut;;_l-dark -~ saTurated-;;;ut;;l-~n,..5~urated) 

and (in later tests) according to a seven-point scale. A number of 

other adjective-pairs were also tried out using the seven-point scale, 

(1 a) bright-dark, pointed-blunt, hard-soft, light-heavy, thin-thick, 

(1 b) narrow-broad, small-big, tense-lax, close-open, (2) tight-loose, 

compact-diffuse, and (J) flat-round, but in most cases only with the 

vowe 1s i y u ~ æ J. Moreover, subjects were asked to match 

each of the vowels with one of a series of nine achromatic colours, 

and with one shade from aset of colour charts comprising 11 different 

hues each represented by an Ostwald colour triangle containing ten dif

ferent shades of brightness and saturation. 

The testing conditions were mostly so arranged that an auditory 

reaction was favoured, but several of the experiments with seven-point 

scales were made both with conditions favouring an auditory reaction 

and with conditions favouring a motoric reaction. The results of these 

two series showed only slight differences. 

*) Roman Jakobsen, "Kindersprache, Aphasie und allgemeine 

Lautgesetze 11
, Språkvetens:i:capliga Sallskapets i Uppsala 

F6rhandlingar 1940-42 (1941). 
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