60 LEXTCON OF THE MOUTH

Webb’s Scream captures all the tensions and promises announced in the
intense voicings I’ve been collecting here. From crying to singing, shouting
to screaming, the raised voice resolutely calls toward a greater arena of
collective rapture, social gathering, national spirit, and divine communing.
The sonorous energies of such vocal outpouring is central to all such
projects, energies commanded by the ability of the body to sound itself,
to breathe so much melodic and emotional life into its vocality, one in
turn fully contorted by a lyrical poetics: of journeys abroad and journeys
home, of battles and salvation, of love and heartache. What we hear in such
explicitly voluminous expression—whether in the tearing rupture of fright,
in being overcome with passion or grief, or in that moment of collective
song—is the edge of the sounded voice as it longingly aims to conjure more
than itself.

Brandon Labelle, Lexicon of the Mouth: Poetics and Politics of
the Vocal Imaginary (New York: Bloomsbury, 2014).

4

Gibberish, Gobbledygook

At times, speech runs over itself. Words twist and tense under pressure,
tripped up by inertia, or with urgency, perverted by nervous shaking or
under the spell of secret pleasures, to produce slippages, ruptures, and even
nonsensical outpourings. These trouble the trajectories of proper speech, to
unsettle or complicate their meanings.

Voice is mostly constrained to the arena of communication, relegating
the nonsensical to a periphery. At the same time, speech is to be appreciated
as a movement that oscillates between sense and nonsense, between
semantic voicing and its gibberish counterpart, each supplying the force of
expression with material and drive. It is my view that gibberish, in being
peripheral to voice proper, occupies a rather central position within the
oral imaginary. Might we hear in the nonsensical a manifestation of an oral
poetics underlying speech in general? Is not the “noise” surrounding verbal
articulations a sort of raw matter supporting rather than undermining
our faculty of speech? As Jean-Jacques Lecercle posits in his work on
nonsense, or délire, “the abstraction of language is based on the material
expression of oral drives,” suggesting that language functions according to
an inherent “corporeality” that is always prone to heightened expressivity,
and madness.!

Uniqueness

The work of Adriana Cavarero provides a productive view onto the relations
between sense and nonsense, speech and vocality, and what she refers to as
“the saying and the said.” This is supported by a critique of the philosophical
legacies, stemming from the Greek concept of logos, that have withdrawn
“the voice” from rational thought—a “logos” wherein only “the semantic
counts.”? Such legacies for Cavarero have ultimately relegated the primary
phonation of voice to the periphery.


Jeff Dolven
Brandon Labelle, Lexicon of the Mouth: Poetics and Politics of the Vocal Imaginary (New York: Bloomsbury, 2014).
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