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Abstract. Laughter is an expression of a person's mood. It belongs to the vocal
articulation in humans. In literature (and in dictionaries) sometimes this manner of
articulation needs to be depicted in words. Different languages have different inventories of
sounds which evoke laughter in written language. In this paper, we discuss the inventory of
sounds by which laughter is represented in writing in the Serbian language. Data were
compiled from published dictionaries and literary works, and some were obtained through
a survey. The data were analyzed to compile the inventory of this function and to record
spelling practices and nuances in transcribing various forms of laughter (loud, silent, etc.).
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the dictionary Recnik srpskohrvatskoga knjizevnog jezika (RMS), cmex (Eng.
laughter) is defined as the expression of good mood, pleasure or similar feelings in
intermittent characteristic sounds, usually followed by short and expressive movements
of the lips, face, eyes, etc.'. It represents an involuntary reaction, unlike ocmex (Eng.
smile), which is defined as a manifestation of kindness, joy, pleasure or ridicule,
expressed by the particular movement of facial muscles and the stretching of the mouth?.
Accordingly, we can conceive of cuex within the auditory domain, and of ocmex within
the visual. However, it would be more accurate to say that laughter is expressed by both
voice and body movements, and can be perceived through the sense of sight and the sense
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of hearing, while a smile is a non-verbal facial expression manifested by movements
only, and is perceived by the sense of sight.

In the entry of [sMILE], RMS includes words such as xoxom and xuxom [LOUD
LAUGHTER], as well as xuxom. The words nonyocmex and nonycmex are defined as [BARELY
NOTICEABLE LAUGHTER]. Also in the sense of ocmex (along with the meaning noocmex
[SNEER]), Serbian lexis includes nocmex, as well as ocvewar and ocmewxaj, within whose
entries one is referred to ocmex. Certain dialects employ cme/cmej, yemueka, neszerve
(Stojanovi¢, 2010). The dialectal form cuej is included in RMS.

In RMS, the entry npacax includes the sense [VOICE HEARD WHEN A SUDDEN LAUGHTER
ERUPTS]; yet, the word npacax in this particular sense is commonly found in co-occurrence
with the word cuex, which is illustrated by the examples in the entry, such as Jow jeoan
npacax 6yuHo2a cmujexa mamo 00/be Kao je MaxHuma mMaaoocm usuuia uz nycme xyhe and
Tex wmo 3ameopux 3a cobom epama, a oHo y a0dcu nyve mpehu npacax cmeja. The sound of
npacax, namely the manner of transcription of the sound in written language, is the topic of
this study. In different circumstances, different literary works and authors, the transcription is
relatively different. The inventory of sounds used to represent this type of expression of
human feeling points to the difficulties associated with this issue, as one must take into
account the fact that there are different types of laughter, as well as the fact that different
people laugh in different ways.

2. DICTIONARY DATA

In order to obtain the graphemic sample, we referred to dictionaries and a corpus of
literary works. We also devised a questionnaire based on the data collected. Subsequently,
the students of Serbian studies at the Faculty of Philosophy in Ni§® were interviewed and
the data analyzed. The objective was to demonstrate the inventory of graphemic units, the
spelling of their usage, and semantic modifications. In collecting the sample, we first
referred to RMS. The following entries were found:

1. xa (repeated multiple times), onomatopoeia [IMITATING GIGGLE OR LAUGHTER];

the dictionary records the verbs xaxaxamu, xaxaxnymu and xaxamu;

2. xe interjection (usually repeated twice or multiple times) [IMITATING GIGGLE OR
LAUGHTER]; e.g. — Xe, xe! — mnacmuja ce nocmonap. Illen. Xe, xe, xe —
3000680/bHO Ce NOYe CMeWKamu 2a3od CMMO;

3. xu interjection (usually repeated twice) [IMITATING SHY, LIGHT AND RESTRAINED
LAUGHTER];

4. xo interjection (repeated multiple times) [IMITATING LAUGHTER]; e.g. — Xo, xo,
xo! Hadpe ce cmujamu;

5. wuxa interjection (prolonged: uxaaa) [IMITATING SUDDEN AND LOUD LAUGHTER];

6. wuxaxa interjection [EXPRESSING LAUGHTER AND SHRILLS IN DANCE AND FESTIVITY].

The form xy (sometimes repeated multiple times) is described as an interjection, but not
in the sense of laughter of any kind; it is used to describe a) anger, reprimand, criticism, b)
an unpleasant physical sensation, tiredness and the like, or ¢) as onomatopoeia to imitate a
hooting sound. The interjection oxo-xo has a vowel at the initial position and is used to
express dissatisfaction or a pleasant surprise, but there is no evidence that it may refer to

3 For this we acknowledge our colleagues Tatjana Trajkovi¢ and Aleksandra Janic.
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laughter. The interjection axa, ax expresses surprise, wonder, pleasure, joy, or contempt*,
while xa is an interjection which expresses ridicule. However, mockery is not the topic of
this research®.

The data described is frequently absent from dictionaries of dialects. The reason for the
exclusion of such material lies in the fact that the sound /x/ is not present in Serbian
vernaculars, and quite often in the dictionaries there may be no entry under this particular
letter. We have noted only a-xa-xa as an interjection for imitating laughter, in Jovanovi¢
(e.9. Pacmejan ce: a-xa-xa, a-xa-xa) and in Stojanovi¢ (e.g. [ yuy-emen 0a cu ucyenu Kako
mu ce cmejan). In the dictionary Recnik srpskih govora Vojvodine the interjection xa is
described as imitation of laughter. The entries xe and xu refer to xa, which indicates
identical senses. In this dictionary xo is an interjection used in stopping a horse, while xy is
not recorded. In Govor Zaplanja, Markovi¢ (2000, 75) considers the sound x absent from
onomatopoeia, so that on is an interjection in jumping, while xu, xu is the imitation of
laughter®.

In view of that, judging by the lexicographic evidence, laughter is represented by the
combination of graphemes xa, xe, xu and xo. In the particular function there is no combination
with the sound y.

3. LITERARY DATA

This section will describe a sample of illustrations from literary works; it should be
noted that some examples may also be found in the dictionaries described above. There
are many examples in Zona Zamfirova by S. Sremac, such as the following:

— Xaxaxa! — cmeje ce wopbayuja;

— Xexe! — cmeje ce Mane;, —Xexe, — ocmexny ce Backa, — Xexe! — ocmexmny ce

npespueo Tacka;

— Xe-xe! — ocmexny ce 3ona;

— Uxaa! — 3acmeja ce memxa [oka;

— Uxaxa! — 3acmeja ce 3ona;

— Vxyxyxy! — npcuy y enyn cmex usmehapra na oge nocieore pedu.

In Ibis-aga by Sremac we found the example — Ex — cueje ce Houw-aza.

As the examples demonstrate, the writer regularly emphasizes that he is describing
laughter with this form. Examples of such laughter-free forms testify to the need for this:
— Xa! — ooobpasa 3am¢up; — Xa! — epmu enagom cmapu 3amepup; — Axaxa! — 3esa
3amepup, — Xexe! — cnebusa ce Mane, — Xe, nacana je wimo je 36opuna? He nu?

* The noun axanyx is described as shouting aha in ridicule, e.g. — Benuxu axanyx u cmujex oxo I'ana.

® The data in the six volume dictionary are sometimes updated in the one volume dictionary Recnik srpskoga
jezika, as the following:

1. xa y3B. (HOHOBJHEHO BHIIIE ITyTa) 'OHOM. 3a MOJPA’KaBaAbE KUKOTAa, TIIACHOT CMejamba’.

2. xe y3B. (OOMYHO TIOHOBJBEHO BHUIIIE MTyTa) '3a MO/IpAXKaBabE CMejamba’.

3. xu y3B. (0OOMYHO NTOHOBJBECHO BHUIIE ITyTa) '3a H3paXKaBambe y3ApXKaHOT, CTUIJBUBOT cMejama’.

4. Xu-xu y3B. 'OHOM. 33 U3PAKABABE XUXOTaba, KUKOTamba'.

5. X0 y3B. (TMOHEKa]| MOHOBJHEHO) '3a TO/IpaXkaBame cMexa'.

6. uxaxa y3BUIK 3a H3pakaBambe CMEXa, KUKOTama Y UTPH U BECelby.

® The entry sazpoxmamu in Recnik srpskohrvatskog knjizevnog i narodnog jezik as an illustration contains xa.../
Ku-xu...! (RSANU 1968).
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In the short story Cica Jordan, Sremac provides the following examples: — Axaaa!
Toj au yuume y uxomy, moj au ge je yuumesn Hayuuo? — oepe ce yuua Jopoan, — A ene,
Tuna! IHasu T'una! Xaxaxa! Ilasu 2a xaxo ce cnaeo! — npodepa ce uuua Jopoaw.
Obviously, the former does not constitute imitation of laughter, but in the latter there is
reason to claim that it was either mockery and ridicule or pure laughter by Uncle Jordan
regarding what happened to Gile.

Sremac uses these forms of laughter imitation in Pop Cira i pop Spira:

— Xaxaxa! — nacmeja ce 2ha I'abpuena onaxo yniakaua.

bap he umamu xo he obpujamu non-Cnupy. Xaxaxa! Fbezose pohenu zem!

— Xa, xa, xa!— cmeje ce non-Onyja.

— Xe-xe!- cmeje ce Huha.— ,,Cgee no ’naoy, oa ea ne nozuaoy!“ Aaa! Cunosue, He
eama mu noc’o!

— Xe, xe! ®@pajna-Jyno, a su kanoa 3asupyjeme! Kanoa mene mpaxcume! Baw cme
najeupue! Ty cam, my — cmeje ce Llaya demoncku.

— Xe, xe! Ty cam, my —nonaema Lllaya.

— Xe, xe!l— cmeje ce u cnebusa Apxaouja.

— Xexe — cmeje ce domahun — kaxo He 6u’, kako He ou’!

— A, nuje, mama! A wma he mu naoyapu! Koea cu mpebana da euouwi, sudena cu 2a
npe moauxo 200una. Xexexe.

—Un’ ako Huje 6uo 6aw K00 camoz c0CNOOUH... Xe-Xe, d OH U Huje My, He20 HA Nymy,—
eenu Huha, na epmu 2nasom.

Ej, 0a Hucam camo ma OysxcHocmu, dowtno Mu je 0a ce u ja 08aKo Mamop Keuid
npohasonum mano... Xe, xe! A wma 6u mu x’o gpanuno!?

—Oxo-x0! —cmeje ce eocnoha Illepca.—lIma mu ce mo oano ma cmej. Yucmo eac
npecmasasam u enedam Kaxko, maxko oebena, bayame xezne!! O sceno, sceno!

In this work, as in all others, the writer “must” emphasize that it is laughter because
he uses the same or similar forms which do not evoke laughter, as in the example —
Oxo — y3eukny 3auyheno u yepeheno non Cnupa, na ocmasu wewup.

Sterija Popovi¢ in Pokondirena tikva uses similar expressions, but less frequently than
expected in the subject matter. His heroine Sara laughs xa (repeatedly or once), as in the
following: Xa, xa! Ja nemeyxu numam xaxo ce naxooume; Xa, xa, xa! Ja mucium oa ce
Hawu 3aby0menu nefiefy nocealhamu; Xa, xa, xa, Haw maadodicerba xohe ceojy cynpyey ¢
KOMRAUMEHmom ana 6ouep oa npooupa!, Xa, xa, xa! Ma chere, jedsa uexa npcmen; Xa,
xa, xa! Ja mucaum da ce nawu 3abybeenu nefiejy noceahamu.

Jovan and Fema laugh in a different manner:

Jovan: Xe, xe! Taxo 6u' najnocie ja mopao obyhu cykmwy, kad ou' ce na moody 0ao;
Fema: (Capu) Xu, xu, xu! ... Cyn naypenmp. As this is a dramatic act, it is not necessary
to emphasize that it is laughter — as in the previous examples — these forms should
actually be a laughter on stage, i.e. in reading.

As the examples indicate, Sremac’s characters are characterized by laughter with xa
and xe, while Steria’s characters also use xu. Sremac employs uxaa, uxaxa and yxyxyxy,
and Steria uses oxo-xo. It could therefore be said that the basic type of laughter is the one
marked with xa, xe, xu, while other forms illustrate the author’s creativity, such as Hxaa,
Hxaxa, Vxyxyxy and Oxo-xo.
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4. SURVEY DATA

For this study, with reference to the data collected from dictionaries, we devised a
questionnaire which included a possible way of transcribing laughter. The questionnaire
was distributed to students of Serbian. For laughter of the xa type, all the respondents
replied it was possible. In the opinion of 30% of the respondents, such laughter is used by
(almost) everyone; 17% replied it was the manner of laughter of most people. The xu
laughter was considered possible by 88% of the respondents. This is mostly the laughter
of children (30%), and, according to some respondents, of women (7%). Although 75%
replied that xo laughter was possible, 93% believed that such laughter belonged to Santa
Claus. As many as 97% of the respondents answered that xe laughter was possible,
although this type of laughter did not belong to a particular type of speaker. The answers
were mostly individual (e.g. evil individuals, children, the elderly, nobody, etc.).

That xy laughter was not possible was the answer of 57% of the respondents, while 38%
of the respondents considered possible. The answer to the question who laughed in this type
of laughter was absent in 38% cases, 25% answered that no one laughed in such a manner
and the other answers varied. In the opinion of 70% of the respondents, the laughter of the
xu type was possible and mainly belonged to children (25%), babies (11%) or the elderly
(8%). Other answers varied.

Laughter recorded by the initial vocals of the type uxaaa was not possible in the
opinion of 85% of the respondents, while laughing in uxaj was not possible in the opinion
of 90% of the respondents. The possibility of transcribing laughter with the initial vocal
of the uxaaa type was slightly higher (41% of the respondents were in favor and 58%
against). Suggestions for laughter transcription models could include the following:
Xaxaxa;, Xaxaxaxa; xaxaxaxaxa, xa-xa-xa; byaxaxa; byaxaxaxa, ayyy, Xa, xa, xa, xaa, xaa;
xye, xye, xye, xye, xye, Xxxxx, ke, ke, ke, kce, kce, Kce.

Xa laughter was loud (31%), normal (13%), ordinary (10%), honest (8%), joyful
(8%), while 11% of the respondents considered it ironic. Xu laughter was said to be quiet
(15%), secretive (15%), shy (13%), while 8% considered it ironic. The laughter of the xo
type was roaring (27%), joyous (15%), loud (8%), festive (3%), New Year's (3%). The
laughter of the xe type was secretive (15%), quiet (7%), malicious (10%), ironic /
sarcastic / insidious (27%), and there were numerous other individual responses (loud,
nervous, humorous, etc.). Although the laughter of the xo type was attributed to Santa
Claus, the answers to the question about what that laughter was were not general; apart
from repulsive (7%) and loud (5%), there were many individual descriptions (perverted,
sneaky, elderly, etc.). The xu laughter was defined as quiet laughter (20%), as a giggle
(15%), with a lot of individual responses (affectionate, loud, harmless, timid, etc.).

Obviously, the most acceptable form of transcription of laughter, according to the
survey, was laughter of the xa type; the respondents believed that was how most people
laugh and that it was a representation of ordinary loud laughter. The forms of xu and xe type
were considered quiet, hushed, or ironic laugh. Other forms belong to individual usages.
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5. GRAMMATICAL AND STYLISTIC STATUS

The question of a grammatical definition of these forms may be raised. However, if
the definition in RMS is taken as a relevant example, the question will seem superfluous,
since in the dictionary all these forms are unambiguously classified as interjections within
their entries.

Some entries emphasize that the lexemes represent onomatopoeia, although the
definition of onomatopoeia offers no such possibility. Namely, it is usually defined as a
set of sounds mimicking sounds from nature or sounds produced by animals by
transforming them into articulate human speech. There is no mention of laughter in the
definition of this figure of speech, and laughter is not used to illustrate this phenomenon.
However, to support the fact that the aforementioned forms represent a certain form of
onomatopoeia, we claim that onomatopoeia is the transformation of unarticulated cries
and noise into articulated sound. Onomatopoeia is classified into the phonetic-phonological
system of a particular language, but the choice of sounds in this function, if not already
established, can be an individual realization. In relation to this problem, it should be noted
that onomatopoeia is used to imitate sounds both in spoken and written language in an
(almost) identical way, so we may say that when a stone falls into the water, 6y% (Eng.
splash) is heard, which will be written down as such in Serbian. However, when it comes to
laughter, we have to bear in mind that the vocal realization and the written form do not
coincide and that in fact the writing should evoke the vocal realization.

In the discussion of written language, we have noticed slight hesitation regarding the
transcription of laughter. There are indications that transcription of laughter necessarily
involves the grapheme h combined with a vowel. As a rule, a vowel follows a consonant.
All Serbian vowels can be found in this function, i.e. xa, xe, xu, xo, and Sremac used
Yxyxyxy as well. The monosyllabic forms (xa, xe, xu) are found as dictionary entries, but
in the examples and literary texts discussed in this article, the forms are repeated twice or
multiple times. There are also differences in the repetition. Sometimes such forms are
separated by commas: xa, xa; xe, xe; sometimes written as one word, e.g. xexe, xexexe,
xaxaxa, and sometimes separated by a hyphen (as a half-word), e.g. xe-xe. This points to
the fact that in the case of the usage of monosyllabic forms with commas we can speak of
the use of two (three, or more) words, in the case of composite writing of two or more
compound words, and in the case of writing with a hyphen, we can speak of a half-
syllable if the combination is disyllabic. The use of multisyllabic forms, such as xa-xa-
xa-xa leads to a discussion beyond our study’. Vowels may sometimes be found in the
initial position. A particular vowel can be repeated, e.g. Oxo-xo0, Axa, Axaxa, Yxyxyxy, or
combined with another vowel, e.g. Hxaa, Hxaxa. Only u can be found in the role of
another vowel. A vowel following a consonant can also be doubled or repeated multiple
times, e.g. Uxaa, Uxaaa.

" The possibility of multiple hyphens is described in Pravopis srpskoga jezika, but the examples cited do not
correspond to this model (Pravopis 2010: 128).
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6. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Laughter in the Serbian language is transcribed by the combination of the letter x and
vowels in a position following this consonant. In that position one usually finds the vowel
a, and sometimes the vowels e and u. The use of the vowels o and y is rare, but it is not
unusual. In dialects, it is also possible to use « as a substitute for the lost x since the sound
x is almost non-existent in the Serbian vernacular.

Spelling patterns are numerous and they are the result of individual realizations (xa,
Xa, xa; xaxa; xa-xa; xa-xa-xa, etc.). In fact, such forms are constrained by the phonological
system of a language and their understanding is conditioned by the knowledge of the
content of such a word in a particular language, in accordance with de Saussure's view
that the connection between sound and meaning is arbitrary. This is the reason why in
literary works the explanation is almost regularly added to such forms to explicitly state that
it is laughter. The most common pattern representing typical laughter is xaxa; xa, xa. The
second most frequently used types are xe and xu, which, as a rule, represent a quiet laughter.

As our resources have suggested, writers try to depict laughter of different people and
different forms of laughter through the use of various sound patterns. The choice may be
individual, as indicated by the survey, but it must be functional, i.e. clear to the reader to
a certain extent.
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SMEH U PISANOM SRSKOM JEZIKU

Smeh predstavija izrazavanje, pokazivanje dobrog raspolozenja. Obicno se ispoljava isprekidanim
karakteristicnim glasovima. Uprkos cinjenici da se svi ljudi smeju slicno, u pisanom jeziku se u razlicitim
Jezicima smeh belezi razlicitim glasovima. Za analizu u ovome radu glasovni inventar kojim se belezi
smeh u srpskom jeziku preuzet je iz publikovanih recnika i knjizevnih dela, a do nekih se doslo putem
ankete. Tako prikupljena grada pokazala je inventar leksickih modela u ovoj funkciji, a analizirana su
i pravopisna reSenja i semanticke nijanse oznacene razlicitim glasovnim kombinacijama. Pokazalo se
da je po pravilu smeh oznacen grafemom h u kombinaciji sa jednim od pet standardnih vokala
srpskog jezika iza suglasnika. Najcesée se kombinacijom ha (haha; hahaha; ha, ha; ha, ha, ha; ha-ha;
ha-ha-ha i si.) belezi uobicajeni smeh i tako se, po misljenju anketiranih ispitanika, smeje vecina ljudi.
Sledeci su po frekventnosti oni oznaceni sa he i hi, za koje ispitanici tvrde da predstavijaju pritajeni,
tihi smeh. Raritetno se smeh beleZi sa ho i ispitanici tvrde da takav smeh odlikuje Deda Mraza. Veoma
retko je smeh oznacen sa hu. Po anketi, tako se niko ne smeje (ili im nije poznato ko se tako smeje), ali
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da i ova kombinacija bude uvrstena, pobrinuo se Sremac — U njegovoj Zoni Zamfirovoj tako se smeje
izmecarka Vaska. Manje je kombinacija sa inicijalnim vokalom tipa: oho-ho, aha, Ahaha, uhuhuhu, a
drugi vokal mogao je biti i udvojen (ihaa).

Kljuéne reci: smeh, inventar glasova, tip, transkripcija, srpski



