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1. Introduction
The sources of sound in comic books and graphic novels, be they memoir or superhero, rely on the literary figurative trope onomatopoeia. Onomatopoeia is the formation or use of words that phonetically imitate the sounds associated with the objects or actions to which they refer. Written sound effects along with dialogue, in or outside a speech balloon add narrative texture and temporality to action on the page. For example, the letters “BAM!” overlapping image and speech on a page gives the reader the opportunity to develop multidimensional thinking for these multimodal texts. The analysis of sound in comics has been examined by scholars (cf., Guynes, 2014; McCloud, 1994, 2006; Dey and Bokil, 2021; Khordoc, 2007) and detailed online in resources such as in the Comic Book Sound Effect Database to show that, although the representation of sound across American comics may have spelling inconsistencies, in general, understanding that sound is culturally unified. 
In the context of non-Western creators and culturally diverse readerships, the narrative function of onomatopoeia, with its own peculiarities in manga and even Persian-English iconic advertisements, has been analyzed (Aliyeh and Zeinolabedin, 2014; Kincaid, 2016) in order to compare how sound symbolism variations in “different languages represent the same natural sounds in slightly different ways” (Aliyeh and Zeinolabedin, 2014).[footnoteRef:1] The present work stems from a research on comic books created by Caribbean writers. I focus on the 2021 graphic novel Hardears by Barbadian creators Nigel Lynch and Matthew Clarke, making occasional references to Jamaican-born Nalo Hopkinson’s House of Whispers, a twenty-two issue one-shot story arc within Neil Gaiman’s Sandman Universe. In particular, this paper is devoted to an analysis of the [1:  Researchers in this study looked at randomized Persian and English onomatopoeia and sound symbolism in human and animal voices based on product iconicity and alliteration to make advertising memorable cross-culturally.] 

Afro-Caribbean sound and gesture known as steups (also labeled as chupse, suck teeth, stew teeth, or kiss teeth), focusing especially on its humorous aspects and the moral positioning of this embodied non-verbal human vocalization when it shows up as “CHHH!” on the page.

2. Diaspora literacy, signifying, and onomatopoeia in Hardears 
Steups is both a noun and verb. To steup or suck one’s teeth is a figurative and performative gesture common in the Caribbean and the Black Diaspora. It is a sound made by sucking in the air around the tongue when the tongue tip rest against the palette. Researcher Esther Figueroa goes into further physiological detail: “an ingressive airstream captured in an air and saliva pocket created in the mouth through varying configurations of velar, dental and lip closures, and dental configurations such as pouting or protruding lips, lip slightly opened to one side, lips flat compressed against upper teeth” (Figueroa 2005). As a Caribbean woman in the U.S., whenever I hear this, my ears perk up. Is someone angry, joking, or annoyed? And also, importantly, from where did this body come? In this way, it becomes novel figurative language that marks space, place, dwelling from body to body across Black diasporic space. 
There are countless examples of steups in Black and Caribbean writing (Gates 1994), in both classic and contemporary work. In Nalo Hopkinson’s speculative fiction novel Midnight Robber (2001), characters steup in well over thirty occasions and these occasions are marked in both dialog and description differently. The most common steup indicators are described as “kiss teeth” and “suck teeth” (Hopkinson 2001). The taxonomy of steups can vary from disdain, sympathy, aggravation, disbelief, to “amused tolerance…in retort to some(thing) absurd” (Robinson 2020).[footnoteRef:2] The sociolinguistic variation of how to mark a steups in literature is an indication of how pervasive it is across the Black diaspora, particularly the Anglophone Caribbean. For example, Trinidadian-born filmmaker Michele Pearson Clarke who works in Toronto created “Suck Teeth Compositions (After Rashaad Newsome)” in 2018 as a response to denials of anti-black racism in Canada where, according to Clarke, the Black experiences in Canada “are always assumed to better off, if not completely free of racism” (Clarke 2018).  [2:  Colin Robinson quotes from Frank Collymore (1893-1980), “Barbadian Man of the Arts”, who wrote his own taxonomy of steups.] 

The variation, in pitch, duration, and body language illustrates why steups enjoy such wide lexical variations (e.g. cho! or chups! or kst! or in the case of Hardears and House of Whispers, chhh!). These lexical variations also point to steups being an embodied figurative and performative marker that is engrained in signifying practices across the Caribbean diaspora (inclusive of people from African, Indian, and mixed heritage). That is, the usage of steups produces and is produced by meaning-making behavior that follow a particular sociocultural context, construction, and interpretation (Hall 1997, Gates 1989).
Vevé Clark, a scholar and writer on the African Diaspora, examined the ability of people in the diasporic community to understand the multi-layered meaning of words, stories, and sayings. She developed and defined the theoretical concept called diaspora literacy. It is “a skill for both narrator and reader which demands a knowledge of historical, social, cultural, and political development generated by lived and textual experience.”[footnoteRef:3] This lived and textual experience is linked to the history of multiple civilizations colliding in the Caribbean region. And, this is the story of Hardears. [3:  VéVé Clark, “Developing Diaspora Literacy and Marasa Consciousness.” Theatre Survey 50:1 (May 2009), p. 11
] 

	In Matthew Clarke’s and Nigel Lynch’s Afrofuturistic Hardears, the elements of Caribbean folklore, biodiversity, and the Bajan carnival known as Crop Over combine. In Barbados, since the seventeenth century, Crop Over is celebrated to mark the end of the annual harvest and thus, a break for slaves from toiling in the fields. In Hardears, many of the characters (humanoid and non-humans) take their name from folk characters across the Caribbean region. For example, there is a winged and horned trickster Jab Devil figure (Trinidad Carnival) named Dhavlin, there are also jumbees (ghosts), and even a the Landship Navy, a traditional Barbadian performance ensemble that becomes the actual naval defense for Jouvert Island. This Pan-Caribbean sampling within the speculative narrative acknowledges cultural crossings within the region and within the broader diaspora. Another signifier for this crossing is the name of the key setting for the comic book. A majority of the comic book’s actions takes place on Jouvert Island and its name comes from J’Overt or jouvay, a patios word from the French jour ouvert meaning day break. Jouvert is a predawn informal street party that happens before official carnivals celebrations in many Caribbean nations and wherever Caribbean people have immigrated. Thus, Jouvert Island, with cultural knowledge carried on its name, invites the comic book space to be a foundation for interpretation. It also marks Jouvert as a space and time that holds a broader meaning for audience and writer.
The focalized character is a man named Bolo who reenacts this harvest ending celebration, Crop Over, with John Henry-esque flair. Bolo exclaims, “Ha! You really think you jokers could win this year?!”[footnoteRef:4]  Everyone on Jouvert has Vibes, an inherent quality of energy that all living and some non-living things have in order to exist. Bolo is gifted with Vibes so potent it gives him almost supernatural ability to outrace a machine reaper. Bolo bests the mechanized reaper and the machine’s operator is upset (Figure 1). In the fourth panel on the page, we see both the upset industry lobbyist throw his hands in the air and the driver distort his mouth as if the steup sound is being protracted to indicate disappointment, aggravation, and perhaps, grim amusement at his own failure and his employer’s disappointment. Like the fictious Vibes, it has and gives energy because it is contextual. It marks itself in context with and in context to negotiating multi-layered feelings of characters. 
 [4:  Matthew Clark and Nigel Lynch, Hardears, p. 9] 

3. Comic book sound and representation
The steup is a public response that is meant to be heard even if it is done under the breath; there is still performance in the volume. The “chhhhhh” on this Hardears page has six h’s which indicates it is drawn out. It is written inside a speech balloon indicating it may be a low steups meant as a self-aware and self-regulated sound meant to feign politeness or control. It belies a moral statement being made. In the case of the machine operator, the sound of his moral positioning communicates his discontent at Bolo’s success and sees it as an act of insubordination by a supposed lesser competitor: a human worker. In another example, the sound is about to come out of a crew member when Commander Lashly preemptively hushes her with a single finger without ever having to lay eyes on her colleague (Figure 2). Because the Landship Navy crew are a collective attuned to each other through the Vibes they produce together, this is possible. The Hardears Landship embodies a speculative way of viewing Hardears’s uniquely Caribbean space, time, and place because of its ability to traverse land, air, and sea by conjuring sound.
To contrast, in House of Whispers, the example of the stew teeth, at least the occurrence of the onomatopoeia of chhh shows up as “Chhhhhmmee,” and occurs in a scene in which Aesop is making his way through a thick and inhospitable space of the Dream World as illustrated by the thick blue lines on the pages (Figure 3). In panel two, Aesop walks alone and talks to himself, quoting his own work with “familiarity breeds contempt.”[footnoteRef:5] A close-up of his head is cropped on the right by a blackness where the speech balloons are. Between the black space and his face is a blue trace that shapes his face like a rough-cut picture from a magazine. In the third panel, we see a bird’s eye view of Aesop walking in the blue landscape. He utters, “I can’t get stuck here!”[footnoteRef:6] Like the surviving crew members of the Hardears Landship, Aesop is stuck in pace they do no not wish to be. In the last and fifth panel on the page, he is suddenly stopped and disturbed by a loud sound he tries to dampen by covering his ears. The blue-grey color scheme changes over to reddish in panel four to give way to a bright red background in panel five with the unbounded large bold black letters “CHHHHHHMMEE” being cut off by the panel’s edge. The image does not bleed out of the panel but instead bleeds under like a contusion, rupturing the region from within. [5:  Hopkinson, House of Whispers #20, p. 22]  [6:  Hopkinson, House of Whispers #20, p. 22] 

Comic book scholar Scott McCloud writes that “words evoke feelings, sensations and abstract concepts which pictures alone can only begin to capture” and  “they offer comics creators the opportunity to compress and expand time; and when words and pictures work interdependently” creating new ideas and sensations beyond the sum of their parts (McCloud 2006).[footnoteRef:7] He goes further to categorize the relationship with word/image combinations on the page as word-specific, picture-specific, duo-specific (both words and images), intersecting (words and images in confluence but having distinct information), interdependent, parallel (seeming no connection), and montage (word and pictures combine pictorially). Chhh! covers all these categories. It is word-specific when the machine operator’s mouth is drawn lingering on “chhhhhhh” but no other not other part of his dialog. The steups emerges as picture-specific, interdependent, and even parallel when the Landship crewmember’s steups is anticipated in a humorous way. In House of Whispers, the sound effect of chhh gathers so much volume it is as if Aesop is having a sonic-haptic experience. This powerful image evolves the steup into a physical obstacle. Chhh! becomes a distinct marker for representations of Black and Caribbean life that augments the spatiotemporal heterogeneity of these comics’ fantastic settings while augmenting the cultural imaginary of the African Diaspora [7:  Scott McCloud, “The Power of Words,” Making Comics, page 128
] 


4. Conclusion
One of the main functions of sound in comics is to help the reader immerse into the experiences of the characters (especially inasmuch as they show verbal and pictorial idiosyncrasies) as individuals and as members of certain communities (even in the case of non-human characters). Although onamatopoeic words and their spellings may have variations, within a unified specific cultural context, the sound effect will usually mean the same thing. Steups have such a lexical variation. However, it is important to consider how semantic similarity on the basis of spelling may lead to failed interpretations in the cross-cultural representations and interpretations of homonyms. Take for example “bam bam.” In mainstream comics language, “bam bam” is onomatopoeia denoting a sound made by ramming into a hard or immovable surface or the sound of a heavy fallen object (Comic Book FX 2022). If it showed up in a Caribbean comic one may need to consider Sister Nancy’s famous 1982 song “Bam Bam” as the most sampled reggae song in history (FT podcast 16 April 2022). The song’s famous refrain shows up in famous  and prestige U.S. television programs such as Ozarks, Girls, and Dexter and sampled in Lauren Hill’s “Lost Ones,” JAY-Z’s “Bam, ” Kanya West’s “Famous,” and countless other. For each recording artist, the meaning of “bam bam” is nuanced and contextual. For Sister Nancy, it connotes a ruckus; for Lauren Hill, it connotes a loss; for the comic books to come and used as onomatopoeia, it may also connote a sound with contextual complexity like the steups.  In Black and Caribbean contexts, the use of dialect adds another dimension to onomatopoeia; it fulfills a mimetic (historical, embodied) function that draws the reader deeper into new sound.
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