
~Do You Hear What I Hear? ~ 

Crash. Bang. Screech. 

Nothing can beat adding sound words into one’s writing. It is one of our most powerful senses 
and will add amazing reality to your writing. 

OUR AUDITORY DEVELOPMENT  

Our sense of hearing develops long before we are born.  t 18 weeks, an unborn infant can start 
to hear. By 25 to 26 weeks, the fetus responds to sounds. By birth, infants can identify their 
mother’s voice, and the music they heard in the womb. 

Hearing is the last sense to go when a person is dying. Something to remember if you are ever 
with a dying person.  

Hearing difficulties in early childhood can severely affect language and social development. So, 
there is no question that sound plays an important role in human lives. And that tells us it 
should play an important role in our fiction as well. 

HOW OUR EARS WORK 

Our ears are totally amazing. The outside skin folds and cartilage, called the pinna, actually 
modify high frequency sounds and direct them to the inner ear. This plus having an ear on each 
side of our heads, allows us to identify the direction the sound is coming from. The ear channel 
which has the dimensions of a pencil eraser, enhances hard to hear pitches.  

The wax in our ears keeps out bacteria, fungi, and invading bugs (Sometimes. I once had a gnat 
get in my ear, and the buzzing drove me crazy. Wouldn’t that be an interesting thing to happen 
to a character?) By the way. wax does not have to be removed. It naturally cleans itself out. 

Our hearing depends on the vibration of tiny hairs inside our ears. If these hairs are damaged, 
we lose our ability to hear. Another thing that can damage hearing permanently are sounds 
above 95 decibels. A shotgun blast, explosion, and loudly played music. Is this something that 
might affect a character? 

If you want to really get into how our ears work, this is the best video I have found. Sorry if it 

makes you feel you are back in high school biology.       

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eQEaiZ2j9oc  

DEAFNESS 

http://www.healthline.com/health/pregnancy/when-can-a-fetus-hear#3
http://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2006/05/18/2809176.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eQEaiZ2j9oc


Will all your characters hear well? Lack of taste or smell or even skin sensitivity will be 
annoying, but lack of hearing has a profound influence on how a person interacts in society.  

There are many levels of hearing loss. The inner ear has some of the most delicate bones in the 
body and so is easily damaged. When hearing loss is not total, individuals can be fitted with 
hearing aids. Hearing loss happens as people age, but can also be the result of the type of work 
or one’s music listening habits. Hearing can also be muffled by head-coverings or earphones or 
sounds going on around you.  

Thought for Writers. One way to add tension to a story is to have a character experience 
confusion or make an error due to the inability to hear something. 

The most profound deafness is being unable to hear any sound at all. People with this level of 
hearing loss must rely on sign language and lip reading. If total deafness occurs before a child 
learns to speak, the child will suffer slower intellectual development unless the parents know 
how to sign or the child has cochlear implants. Before the age of 4, implants can allow a totally 
deaf child to learn to develop and speak normally. However, having taught children with 
implants, one problem is the implant can become infected and need removal, leaving a young 
child suddenly deaf and confused.  

Hand signing is one way to deal with the lack of hearing. The American deaf community uses 
American Sign Language to communicate. It is considered a full-fledged language. However, 
every country has their own unique way of signing. Some indigenous cultures also have signing 
systems as do groups that want to communicate silently for some reason like a military unit or a 
gang on the prowl. 

Signs and gestures are also used in combination with speech by fully hearing people. Again, 
these gestures vary by culture and what is acceptable in one may be offensive in others. Here is 
a listing of body and hand gestures. You can search on “hand gesture lists” and find many more 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_gestures 

And this is a great article https://www.scienceofpeople.com/hand-gestures/ on how powerful 
hand gestures are. Some interesting facts they share are that using hand gestures make people 
listen to you, help you access memories, and help the listener understand you better. They go 
on to list 20 powerful gestured to use when speaking based on research done on TED talks. 

Thought for Writers One way to add power to your dialogue is to add dialogue “tags” that 
describe the gesture that matches the character’s words, or to create tension, that do not.  

Examples. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_gestures
https://www.scienceofpeople.com/hand-gestures/
https://www.scienceofpeople.com/hand-gestures/


• He punched the air. “I will not do it.” 

• She held up one finger. “One. you are way out of line.” She held up the second 
finger. “Two. Don’t you ever come back.” 

• He held his palms up. “I would never lie to you.” 

Thought for Writers. Before writing a deaf character, go out of your way to read about 
deafness, the deaf community, and to engage a sensitivity reader to give you feedback on your 
characterization. Here are some great resources by deaf writers. 

https://www.tfrohock.com/blog/2016/9/12/writing-deaf-characters 

https://www.readitforward.com/authors/rosamund-lupton-on-writing-a-deaf-character/ 

And by a non-deaf writer 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fQ6Bv8fmLCc 

And for an experience with signing. (Be sure to turn closed captioning on if you can’t sign – it’s 
the CC in the lower right corner of the screen. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pDA_EXFTpxo 

And for deaf awareness 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fzn_AKN67oI  

TYPES OF SOUNDS 

Sounds can be grouped into the following categories. Within each category some sounds will be 
pleasant and others unpleasant. They will also vary by pitch (How high or low the sound is) and 
by volume or decibels (How loud the sound is). 

• People [voices and movements] 

• Animals [vocalizations and movements] 

• Man-made [machinery, explosives, guns, and noisemaking objects like clocks and doors] 

• Nature [weather, plants, water, movement of soil, rocks] 

Thought for Writers. Remember that old conundrum – “If a tree falls in the forest does it make 
a sound if no one is there to hear it?” When writing, remember that in order to have a sound in 

https://www.writingdiversely.com/directory
https://www.tfrohock.com/blog/2016/9/12/writing-deaf-characters
https://www.readitforward.com/authors/rosamund-lupton-on-writing-a-deaf-character/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fQ6Bv8fmLCc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pDA_EXFTpxo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fzn_AKN67oI


a scene, there must be a character to hear it and process it for the reader. This is especially 
important for maintaining realism. 

HEARING FACTS FOR WRITERS 

Your hearing is always working, even when you are asleep. Usually, unless the sound is jarring, 
during sleep your brain will weave those sounds into your dreams. This is a commonly used 
ploy in fiction. 

Humans can hear sounds as low as 20 hertz to as high as 20,000 hertz. Here is a video that 
demonstrates this. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qNf9nzvnd1k   If a sound exceeds our 
hearing range, we will only hear a buzz.  

However, what range an individual can hear varies by age and by what sounds are in the 
background. If you would like to test your own hearing, try this simple online test. The first one 
will let you see how a younger character might hear more than an older one. The second one 
will give you some idea of how background sounds can affect what a character hears in your 
story. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VxcbppCX6Rk or this one https://www.miracle-
ear.com/hearing-test  

Consider the location of your characters when having them overhear something or when they 
respond to a shout. Most people can hear others chatting from about 20 meters (67 ft) away. 
They can hear shouts from 100 meters (328 ft) and whispers from about 10 meters (32 ft). 
Consider if there will anything in the environment that will magnify or dull the sound. 

MUSIC IN YOUR WRITING 

Musical terminology can provide another source of sound words for us to use as writers. There 
are many lists on the web. This is one of my favorites. https://wmich.edu/mus-
gened/mus150/Glossary.pdf  

Music is a very special form of sound. Research has shown that most people can identify a song 
they have heard before from hearing just the first three notes. (Like in that old Game Show 
Guess my Tune) Often it is enough to mention the title of a well-known song to bring the sound 
of that music to the reader’s ear. However, care must be taken to add other elements to set the 
scene as well, in case the reader doesn’t know that song. Over time a song that was popular 
and then not, can date a story. 

Also, most popular song lyrics are copyrighted and getting permission to use even one line can 
be difficult and expensive. Here are some guidelines:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qNf9nzvnd1k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VxcbppCX6Rk
https://www.miracle-ear.com/hearing-test
https://www.miracle-ear.com/hearing-test
https://wmich.edu/mus-gened/mus150/Glossary.pdf
https://wmich.edu/mus-gened/mus150/Glossary.pdf


• http://blog.bookbaby.com/2013/10/lyrics-in-books/ 

• http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/questions-and-quandaries/legal-
questions/can-i-use-song-lyrics-in-my-manuscript  

Another way to use music in your writing is to show the character’s reaction to it such how they 
listen to it or move to it. They might tap their toes, cup their ear, or drift into a dance. Mary 
Balough has a waltz scene in every one of her Regency romances and does a great job giving 
you the feeling of the music as she describes the movement and conversation of her characters. 

DESCRIBING SOUNDS 

Sounds can be described in two ways. As a sound word “onomatopoeia” or as a description of a 
sound. 

Onomatopoeias are words that sound like the sound: crash, babble, whoosh, and splash. When 
used as a single sound word, these are usually italicized in writing. 

Examples: 

“Kaboom. An explosion shook the floor. The monitors in the room flickered and went out. 
Something fell with a crash in the living room.” Close to the Skin by Zara West 

Many verbs sound like the sound the action makes such as to crash, to crush, and to slip. In 
describing sounds in our writing, a combination of onomatopoeias and sound verbs are often 
used. A sound verb is a slightly more subtle way to add a sound compared to a single 
onomatopoeia or noun. 

Some examples: 

“Sergius Durham froze at the distinct crunch of gravel beneath tires. His hackles rose. He 
finished drying the breakfast plate, set it on the counter with a soft clang, and then turned to 
the front door, his brow furrowed, a headache already forming over his right eye.” Rescue in 
the Smokies by Becca Jameson (This is a shifter romance, and this is the opening paragraph of 
the book.  Onomatopoeias -crunch, clang) 

“Another mew rang out, this time followed by a soft thud…and shattering glass. Zach snatched 
the nearest hanging towel, heard a pop, and watched with dismay as the towel bar came right 
along with it. He lunged forward to try to catch it, but the end piece and the loosened screws 
escaped his grasp. Soft pings and a metallic thud echoed off the tile floor.” Love at the Beach 
Shop by Kyra Jacobs (This is a light-hearted contemporary. Note how many sounds are in this 
short section. There are even more in the following paragraphs. Onomatopoeias – mew, thud, 
pop, pings, thud) 

http://blog.bookbaby.com/2013/10/lyrics-in-books/
http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/questions-and-quandaries/legal-questions/can-i-use-song-lyrics-in-my-manuscript
http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/questions-and-quandaries/legal-questions/can-i-use-song-lyrics-in-my-manuscript
https://www.amazon.com/Mary-Balogh/e/B000APVMYI
https://www.amazon.com/Mary-Balogh/e/B000APVMYI


A loud crash came from the hallway. A shout. Then a grunt and a heavy thud. Johnny started for 
the desk, for the gun, but he didn’t get there. Barbara Freethy, Reckless Whisper (Off the Grid: 
FBI Series Book 2) (p. 215). (Romantic suspense. Note how the sounds are the impetus for the 
character’s actions. Onomatopoeias –crash, shout, grunt, thud) 

Showing Sounds Sounds can also be described using images and similes. Even then we tend to 
use words that carry the sound with them:  

The greased peg slid into the hole.  

The pig squealed like a banshee. 

Here is a great example 

“They were slapping themselves and making high-pitched clicking sounds, which were like a 
cross between a cricket on speed and those wind-up teeth that chatter.” Fashionably Dead by 
Robyn Peterman (This is a comedic vampire romance) 

Here is an excellent listing of these types of sounds. https://writerswrite.co.za/106-ways-to-
describe-sounds/ 

 

SOUND SOURCES  

Often describing a sound you are not familiar with can be a challenge. One thing I have found 
helpful is to listen to sounds that are available on the web. There are both mp3s and videos you 
can find by searching. 

Try these free sound effects for a start: 

http://soundbible.com/free-sound-effects-1.html 

https://freesound.org/browse/tags/sound-effects/ 

http://www.pacdv.com/sounds/ 

For videos, look for the specific sound you want. Here are some examples. 

Street traffic https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zGnKNyBc0DQ 

Gun shots https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1N_m3tsPyP0  

Jungle sounds at night https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QE_jOCqKE3w  

https://writerswrite.co.za/106-ways-to-describe-sounds/
https://writerswrite.co.za/106-ways-to-describe-sounds/
http://soundbible.com/free-sound-effects-1.html
https://freesound.org/browse/tags/sound-effects/
http://www.pacdv.com/sounds/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zGnKNyBc0DQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1N_m3tsPyP0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QE_jOCqKE3w


 

When to Add Sounds 

A writer’s sound choices can easily change the mood of a scene. Sounds can be pleasant. 
Sounds can be dissonant. A bird that shrieks is different from a bird that twitters. A voice that 
murmurs is different from a voice that yells.  

Every scene should include carefully selected sounds that enhance the emotional effect on the 
reader and move the plot forward or deepen dialogue. However, unlike smell, taste, and touch, 
adding a sound will instantly draw the reader’s attention to that event or object so it needs to 
be placed with care. 

Sound can be added to: 

1. Emphasize an action such as the slamming of a door or the crash of a glass breaking 
2. Add to setting elements 
3. Enhance character description and voice. 
4. Describe the sound, tone, and pitch of a character’s voice such “whiskey rough” or 

“pitched high enough to hurt the ears.” 
5. Increase the emotional level of dialogue 
6. Set the emotional mood  
7. Indicate the weather 
8. Foreshadow an event 
9. Add tension or fear to a scary or dark scene 
10. Attract a character’s attention to an element in a scene that you want the reader to 

notice 

 

Sound Resources for Writers 

• Animal Sounds 

• Noise Help 

• Types of Sounds 

• Wikipedia Onomatopoeia List 

• Written Sound 

“Nothing revives the past so completely as a smell that was once associated with 
it.” ~Vladimir Nabokov  

 

https://seaworld.org/en/Animal-Info/Animal-Sounds
http://www.noisehelp.com/examples-of-onomatopoeia.html
http://citiesandmemory.com/types-of-sound/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_onomatopoeias
http://www.writtensound.com/index.php
https://writerswrite.co.za/literary-birthday-22-april-vladimir-nabokov/


EXERCISE 5 Sound Effects 

Choose one or challenge yourself and do both… 

 

1. Write one descriptive sentence you could use in your WIP that contains a sound or 
group of sounds without using the word sound.  

2. Write a line of dialogue for your WIP that includes a sound or gesture tag. 
 

Sharing encouraged. 

Happy writing, Zara 

 


