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Reaction to Professor J. Jennifer Jones’ Article

Professor J. Jennifer Jones’ article entitled: “Sounds Romantic: The Castrato and English Poetics Around 1800”, is an interesting look at the relationship between the aural and the visual, especially where it pertains to the Romantic period. Jones’ frames her article around the works of William Wordsworth, a romantic era poet that held claim to the transcendent nature of sound. But for Wordsworth, the aural and the visual were always in an aggressive relationship with one another; so for the aural to truly “transcend” it had to first overcome the more dominating sense, sight. The poem that is cited at the beginning of the article demonstrates this emphasis by Wordsworth. In this poem, sounds, beautiful sounds, are heard only after the distasteful image of “Three knots of fir-trees…too formally arranged”, are subdued by a force eliminating this visual, in this case, darkness. After darkness has removed the visual, the aural can transcend and the poem talks about hearing “soft proportions of sweet sounds”. 

Jones however, departs from Wordsworth’s feeling of aggression between these two sensors, sight and sound, in the sense that she would rather think of sight and sound as complementary, or rather, mere companions, than competitors. After establishing this idea, Jones extends this in relationship to the Castrato Opera singers of the 1800s, which is a living—yet now extinct—example of this type of sound imagery.
I had very positive feelings as to the content and the style of this article. I found Jones’ description of the Castrati fascinating, as well as extremely thorough. The parallel between the Castrati’s mellifluous voices and their ungainly appearance, as an example of that romantic notion of sound and sight fostered by Wordsworth, was a unique idea. The writing style was very readable, and the material itself did not require or assume from the reader, any prior knowledge on the Castrati--although, perhaps an understanding of the period of Romanticism may have been helpful to understand the context and purpose of this article. 

While reading this essay and hearing about Castrati, and how they held an abnormal or “exceptional” appearance, but had beautiful voices, the idea of “prejudice” struck me. Trapped by my own prejudice, I could not get past the physical idea of a Castrato; and when trying to imagine the one-of-a-kind sound of a Castrato Soprano, who has practiced for years to perfect his sound, I do not think that this would be a sound I could ever enjoy—at least with my eyes open. In the article, Jones quotes from the critic John Hollander, stating “the visual will always rule over the aural because the latter is less escapable.” I found myself agreeing with this statement; the visual is a powerful sense with the ability to overwhelm the aural. 
