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Rhapsodaic

• Personal conlang, and the first I’ve “completed”

• Began as English cypher, whose orthography drove rest of language

• Built from my own systems of correspondences and symbolism

• Retroactive design statements: 

• “Syntactic simplicity combined with semantic fuzziness”

• “Aesthetic fantasticality”

• “Preservation of emotional content at the expense of material content”



Grammar Summary

• Free word order with an SVO default, head-initial both word-internally and in adjectival and adverbial phrases

• Stems: Represent individual emotions/clusters of emotions/attitudes towards emotions

• Divided into 1 group of “attitudinals,” and 8 groups that follow a personally-devised “hero’s journey”

• E.g. Group S3 refers to experiences of confronting core issues and facing fears:

• S3F - Fear, anxiety, insecurity, nervousness, deference, shame

• S3D - Discomfort, wrongness, horror, malice, deception, taboo

• S3W - Courage, power, influence, boldness, capacity, chutzpah

• Connectors: Connect at least 2 stems to create words; also denote lexical class, noun case, and verb tense

• Diacritics: Classifier system to expand the language to refer to non-emotions

• Place, Time, Action, Experience, Person, Object, 1st Person, 2nd Person





I, of enthusiastic joy,
And related to a being of furious strength,
Act in a determined but playful way,
In a place characterized by curious possibilities,
And act in a way that evokes a sense of mischievous rebellion,
Towards the source of a sensation of calm and wise firmness,
That evokes a similarly acted-upon experience of trust in connections.



I’m a shooting star leaping through the sky like a tiger
Defying the laws of gravity
- Queen, “Don’t Stop Me Now”



“I, the freshman who everyone thinks looks like a bully for some reason, am 
giving a speech on following your dreams in the school auditorium, and it’s 
jostling everyone’s sense of defensiveness and commitment to this idea that 
they have to respect the authority they feel their peers have over them.”



“Divergent Translation” and the Test Run

• What if ensuring that multiple readers come to similar translations of a given text (“convergent 
translation”) were not a priority in the design of a conlang?

• Divergent Translation

• Author writes text in language Y with an intended meaning in language X

• Translator reads out a meaning that is equally valid in Y, but drastically different from the original 
in X

• Insights on the part of both (and other) parties are arrived upon in comparison of the two

• Rhapsodaic designed to facilitate and “dial up” this process

• Text in Rhapsodaic should produce wildly different results in regards to material content when 
translated into English by different people—what about emotional content?

Does Rhapsodaic “work”?
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• “To test the function of this language outside personal use, I sent a number of 
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participant to translate the material from one language into the other.”
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Exquisite Corpse

• Exquisite Corpse: Each person draws part of a 
person/monster on part of a piece of paper without 
seeing the other’s parts, until the paper is unfolded 
and the full person/monster is revealed

• Did this with one paragraph of a Joyce Carol 
Oates short story

• Seven sentences, six participants + myself (filling 
in for a seventh who was unable to complete the 
translation)

• All participants have some second-language 
experience; three have conlang learning 
experience specifically (Toki Pona)

A Rhapsodaic Short Story



“_____”

"I'll see you at home", I lied.. “I, all sweet but strong, will hold you steady, my love—you 
won’t feel afraid, but calm—I’ll see the full of who you are, your bold and vibrant love 
that makes itself exist. Home is bittersweet! It makes me aware. My family is 
intimidating," They are horrible family, they make me angry. They, of intimate malice, had 
wrongly indulged themself in it; that playful, spiteful, lonely thing. Even they, of excess 
malice, wanted more; shameful, wonderful, wrong. “Though you are consumed by 
obsession, knowing that you will open your heart fills my heart with joy. Is it so painful? 
This love fulfills all your needs—I will it so. Ah, it would be enough, if it were up to me, 
though I sense this is my folly. If you dared to love me, and I loved another — would you 
ever love again? My friend and you (who is a toxic lover of my friend) is healing your 
relationship. You are embarrassed and putting something in its place. Mother is 
concerned (don’t want) about it, there’s not enough frustration.”



“Where Are You Going, Where Have You 
Been?”

"We'll go out to a nice field, out in the country here where it smells so nice and it's 
sunny," Arnold Friend said. "I'll have my arms tight around you so you won't need to try 
to get away and I'll show you what love is like, what it does. The hell with this house! It 
looks solid all right," he said. He ran a fingernail down the screen and the noise did not 
make Connie shiver, as it would have the day before. "Now, put your hand on your 
heart, honey. Feel that? That feels solid too but we know better. Be nice to me, be sweet 
like you can because what else is there for a girl like you but to be sweet and pretty and 
give in?—and get away before her people come back?"



Notable Results

• “House” became “family” as a place, and Connie’s “people” are rendered fairly accurately as her “mother.”

• “Looking solid” became “intimidating” in one sentence, and “enough” in another.

• Connie, by whom Arnold is “consumed with obsession,” became the one obsessed in one translation. 
Connie’s third person pronoun could convey an excess of deep-seated fear, but in another person’s 
translation, becomes an excess of malice.

• When I translated “what else is there?” I went for something closer to “do you feel unable to make peace 
with that?”—which then became “would you ever love again?”

• Arnold Friend’s manner of speaking—where Arnold himself is characterized by “malicious intent in love” and 
his speaking by “dreamlike connection”—was translated as lying, which it is in the original.

• “Feel that?” turned into “Is it so painful?”—another close fit to the story’s context.

• In some ways, this translation acts to “favor” Arnold’s POV even in narrated sections; in other ways, it sides 
with the narrator and seems to reveal things not said outright (likely because I translated having known the 
rest of the story).



Process

• My initial expectation was that the bulk of this communication process I intended to 
facilitate would happen with the translations themselves.

• As it happened, much of that also occurred as part of the process of teaching.

• Novel example translations, unforeseen questions, throwaway explanations for me 
that made the whole language click for someone else—even with the ideal experiment 
unfinished, divergent translation got to happen.

• I learned things about myself as well (what I’ve dubbed my “hyperlexithymia,” my 
tendency to evaluate emotions on very specific and context-dependent levels, 
manifests in this language’s semantics), but learned them through sharing with other 
perspectives.



Community, and Teaching a Personal Lang
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Conclusion

• Languages facilitate the sharing of information: Is there a fixed way they have to do 
that?

• What facets of experience do languages tend to (de)prioritize? Do we want languages 
with different priorities?

• What is gained in translation? 

• Further, certainly more rigorous, experimentation would be instrumental in testing the 
uses and limits of this strategy,

• But so far, I can strongly recommend divergent translation as a concept for any 
conlanger interested in experimentation to work with.



Conclusion

“Maybe every franchise should collapse into a version of itself that makes shareholders 
nod and shake each others' hands. We should learn to speak in a language that rich 
people who don't dream can't comprehend.”

• Rhapsodaic isn’t that language. At least, not on its own.
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Conclusion

“Maybe every franchise should collapse into a version of itself that makes shareholders 
nod and shake each others' hands. We should learn to speak in a language that rich 
people who don't dream can't comprehend.”

• Rhapsodaic isn’t that language. At least, not on its own.

• “If conlangers create languages like this, new 
opportunities get opened up by the things we learn.”

• Here, the word for the feeling behind making languages 
and for the feeling of curiosity about others have the 
same core—only the details differ.



Natanya Norry
https://rhapsody-langs.neocities.org/

Thank you very much!


