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One of the key principles of philological phonetics is that the written text conveys all the information about the way it should be read aloud. This means that the graphics of a text encodes its sound: by using all kinds of symbols, punctuation marks among them, the author codifies the sound picture of his text into a graphic pattern. Thus, if we are to read a text aloud, it is enough to follow the author’s codification and decode the sound of a text from its graphics. So far one of the most reliable sources of the information about the sound form of a written text has proved to be punctuation.
It has been generally believed that the functions of the semicolon in the English written discourse are complementation and contrast. According to the ‘rules of reading punctuation marks’ established at the Department of English Linguistics, Moscow State University, the semicolon in these functions should be accompanied by the following prosody: the last stressed word in the part before the semicolon should be produced with a Mid-Falling tone; the first stressed word in the part after the mark carries a level tone that is pitched lower than that of the first stressed word of the preceding part of the utterance; after the semicolon tempo should fasten and loudness is to be diminished. This, however, is mostly true to the stylistically neutral texts, for instance, texts belonging to the academic written discourse, while its functioning in fiction has yet remained on the periphery of linguistic study. The present paper aims to see whether the semicolon in fiction shows some variation of prosodic expression, which would signal its metasemiotic use, or whether its prosody remains within the boundaries of factive timbre.
For the purposes of our study we have applied the methodology of pragmalinguistics – the pragmaphonostylistic analysis of selected extracts and their recorded versions. The extracts come from the story The Limner from the collection of stories Pulse (2011) by Julian Barnes. The recorded versions of these - an audiobook produced by the professional actor David Rintoul and a recording made by a professional Russian anglicist – have been analysed.

The story centres upon a relationship between a deaf and mute artist Wadsworth who earns his living painting portraits, and one of his ill-tempered clients, Mr Tuttle. In the episode adduced below Wadsworth is reflecting on the relationship between a master and a client, and on the role of an artist:
(1) And then, without any help beyond his own perceptions, he began to understand that he had more than just a function; he had strength of his own. (2) This was not something those who employed him would admit; but his eyes told him that it was the case. Slowly he realised the truth of his craft: that the client was the master, except when he, James Wadsworth, was the client’s master. For a start, he was the client’s master when his eye discerned what the client would prefer him not to know.
The pragmaphonostylistic analysis of the actor's reading reveals that the actor tends to deviate from the conventional prosodic pattern of the semicolon. Thus, in the first sentence tempo after the semicolon slows down instead of fastening, with the other two parameters conforming to the rule of reading - the part after the semicolon begins on the Mid level and loudness is diminished. At the same time, ‘function’ and ‘strength’ (which appear to be contextual opposites in the passage) come to the fore - they are brought out by High Falls of which the second one (on ‘strength’) begins higher than the one on ‘function’. As a result, this configuration of prosodic characteristics serves to make the part of the utterance after the semicolon more weighty and tense than the preceding one. In addition, the semicolon in this case signals the transition to the character's inner monologue on the original role of his craft.
In the second sentence the actor produces the part after the semicolon in the middle of the diapason. However, loudness is increased and tempo slows down – the kind of prosody typical of the colon rather than of the semicolon. It enables the actor to draw the listener’s attention to the artist’s point of view, and, perhaps, even to ‘hear’ his voice.

The anglicist's sound version of the first sentence agrees with the one produced by the actor. As for the second sentence, the versions produced by the anglicist and the actor differ. To begin with, in the part of the sentence before the semicolon the anglicist brings out the word ‘admit’, while the actor highlights the words ‘employed’ and ‘admit’. Both speakers begin the part after the semicolon on the Mid level, which is lower than that of the preceding part; but the tempo slows down, which goes against the rules. In the anglicist’s version, loudness is slightly diminished; the key word in this part is ‘was’ (it was the case). The actor, on the contrary, fastens the tempo in the part after the semicolon. It is natural that the anglicist, following closely the principles of philological reading, tends to produce the kind of prosody which is recommended for the semicolon. The actor’s reading enables the listener to hear Wadsworth’s voice, while in the anglicist’s version we hear the author’s voice proper.

To conclude, the research has shown that the functioning of the semicolon  in fiction shows much greater variability of content plane and prosodic expression than is prescribed in the so far established ‘rules of reading punctuation marks’. The prosodic expression of the semicolon not infrequently goes against the formulated recommendations in order to create a particular artistic picture and in this way to convey the author's artistic intention.
