Tone

Tone is the manner in which an author expresses his/her attitude to the characters and events in the story; it is the intonation of voice, which expresses meaning. Within a work of fiction the tone may shift from paragraph to paragraph, or even from line to line; it is the result of allusion, diction, figurative language, irony, motif, symbolism, syntax, and style.


A speaker’s tone is evident to all, but understanding written tone is an entirely different matter. The reader must appreciate word choice, imagery and details. A careful look, sentence by sentence, at the language of a work of fiction – the words chosen and the way they are put together — can often help us to understand what that work means. Writers labour to make language serve their purposes, to produce the effects they desire, that is to establish the necessary tone:

· A writer’s tone may be formal or informal, friendly or distant, personal or pompous, earnest or humorous, serious or ironic.

· Tone can be said to be sarcastic, light-hearted, angry; sympathetic or impassive, cheerful or melancholy, vigorous or matter-of-fact or any number of other terms.
The vast range of tones can be classified into three basic keys: lyrical, dramatic and grotesque. The term key denotes the prevailing mood and the atmosphere created in the story.

The lyrical key

Imaginative language and elaborate syntax can often create a romantic mood. If the narrative or a section of it abounds in poetic lexis, metaphors, similes, emotive words, direct addresses, personal pronouns and present tenses, emphatic syntax and expresses direct personal feelings, it is lyrical in key. The lyrical key is present in the texts describing author’s feelings rather than outward events. In lyrical passages of prose or in lyrical poems the author’s attention is concentrated on his emotive attitude to life, on his thoughts about it, on his feelings. It is often found in descriptions of nature and appearance as well as in auctorial digressions.

The dramatic key

The dramatic key relates to the description of any series of events having vivid, emotional, conflicting, or striking interest or results. If the narrative consists of dynamic dialogues and describes a series of exciting events; if the writer employs emotive lexis, figures of rhetoric, numerous interrogative and exclamatory sentences, the story can create a sense of drama, i.e. it is dramatic in tone. 
The grotesque key


The grotesque key is typical of passages and whole works which are written to produce a funny or ludicrous effect. This key can be divided into the following subtypes: humour, irony, and satire.

Sometimes writers make fun of their characters. The tone of a story can be labelled humorous if the story is intended to excite laughter that is kindly and tolerant. Humour is warm, unintellectual, unsatirical. We describe in a humorous key somebody or something we are fond of. Dead-pаn humour occurs when the speaker pretends to be very serious. Black (sick) humour presupposes jokes that are made about subject like nuclear war, disability or disease that people otherwise find too painful to think about. At its highest level, humour is represented by witty observations on life and society, such as those by Oscar Wilde. Humour of this kind is more clever than comic. Examples are ‘There is one thing in the world worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about’, and ‘Work is the curse of the drinking classes’.

Authors can make fun of their characters with far less sympathy. The language they use is ironic that is, saying one thing and meaning another in order to be emphatic, amusing, sarcastic, etc.: ‘That’s really lovely!’ said when it’s raining heavily and you don’t have an umbrella on you. Sarcasm — use of bitter, especially ironic, remarks intended to wound somebody’s feelings. It’s harsh and often crude. Compare: ‘What a fine musician you turned out to be!’ (irony);
‘You couldn’t play one piece correctly if you had two assistants’ (sarcasm).

Satire – use of taunting irony or sarcasm that is often directed at public figures or institutions, political situations, or at some moral or social vice. For example, G. Orwell’s Animal Farm and 1984 attack totalitarianism, the manipulation of people’s actions and thoughts by an all-powerful state.

Amusing effect may be created through the implication of linguistic means (irony, puns, deliberate exaggerations, etc. — revise Unit 5, Part 1; and also words which do not fit in the situation) and extra-linguistic means (amusing characters and actions; unexpected turns of the events; trick endings, irony of the situation, play on the reader’s expectations, a too detailed manner of description or narration, etc.). These are just a few of the ways the language of a work of fiction shapes our reading experience. Slow down as you read and see if you can figure out what the writer is up to. 

