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Tone

Tone is the manner in which an author expresses his or her attitude; the intonation of the voice that expresses meaning. Tone is described by adjectives, and the possibilities are nearly endless. Often a single adjective will not be enough, and tone may change or shift from chapter to chapter or stanza to stanza or even line to line. Tone is the result of allusion, diction, figurative language, imagery, irony, motif, symbol, syntax, and style.

A student's appreciation and knowledge of word choice, details, imagery, and language all contribute to the understanding of tone. To misinterpret tone is to misinterpret meaning.

This list, while no means comprehensive, represents an excellent starting point in developing a vocabulary for dealing with tone.

Tonal Vocabulary

angry

outraged

harsh

irate

threatening

indignant

bitter

caustic

inflammatory

provocative

dramatic

persuasive

sarcastic

sardonic

satiric

ironic

disdainful

contemptuous

cynical

skeptical

flippant

irreverent

arrogant

pretentious

patronizing

condescending

insincere

horrific

shocking

humorous

bantering

mock-heroic

silly

amused

joking

effusive

happy

ecstatic

simpering

sad

disappointed

poignant

elegiac

melancholic

somber

urgent

serious

ominous

apprehensive

foreboding

indifferent

apathetic

brash

audacious

reverent

sincere

respectful

accepting

intimate

seductive

whimsical

dreamy

fanciful

sentimental

reflective

regretful

remorseful

apologetic

restrained

detached

impartial

objective

clinical

factual

informative

didactic

learned

scholarly

moralistic

pedantic

confused

perplexed

sympathetic

compassionate

empathetic

diffident
Originally developed by Marcie Belgard, Language Arts teacher, Hanford High School, Richland, WA.
Bolded words suggest particular utility in literary analysis.


