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 Lesson notes
Style refers to the manner or way a writer expresses 
meaning in language – how a writer says what he/she 
says.
The tone of a writer is his/her emotional attitude, 
contained within the words he/she writes.
Tone can be determined by: 
• considering the poet’s message
• imagining how the line would be read aloud
• determining the poet’s attitude towards his subject 

matter.
Atmosphere or mood create the reader’s 
expectat�on of ‘what �s go�ng to happen’.
If you are trying to determine the mood or atmosphere 
of a poem think about the feeling that you as the reader 
get about what is going to happen next in the poem. You 
should describe the mood or atmosphere of a poem in 
terms of emotions.
An example:
“A Poem” by Mongane Wally Serote
Everyone of us
Throbs footsteps inside the chest of the earth
For we belong there.
The earth is always tight-lipped
But only talks to itself
Perturbed by its throbs.
Each of us will answer
When the worms dig in and out of us for the truth, 
Below the earth.
Structure:
• This poem is an example of free verse poetry. 

There are no rhyming words and the lines are of 
different lengths, which creates a free rhythm.

• The structure of the poem is simple. There are 
three stanzas consisting of three lines each. 

• Enjambment has been used to ensure that the 
 three lines flows into one sentence per stanza.
Content:
• Serote’s message is that we cannot hide the 

 actions of our lives and that eventually we will 
have to answer for what we do.

• The first stanza introduces the idea that we all 
belong in the earth. The second stanza clarifies 
this statement and the final stanza leaves the 
reader to consider his present and future position 
in the light of the message of the poem. 

Style:
• The poet has used everyday language. Words 

such as “everyone” and expressions such as 
“tight-lipped” are used in conversations by us all.

• The sentences are not overly complicated and 
they make up one qualified statement each. For 
example, the idea that is conveyed in the first 
stanza is that we all have a part in the earth.

Tone:
• The tone of this poem is one of WARNING 

– Serote is advising the reader to take care with 
the way we live our lives, so that the truth of our 
lives is acceptable, when it is exposed publicly 
and “each of us will answer”.

• The tone is uncomfortable to the reader. For 
example, the line “worms dig in and out of us for 
the truth” describes the fate of people.

Atmosphere:
• The atmosphere is foreboding. You are 

encouraged to think about your actions and are 
warned about the price of wrongdoing.
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 TASK
• Identify and describe the atmosphere of 

these two lines of poetry.
The trees are in their autumn beauty,
The woodland paths are dry,

• Which words does the poet use to convey 
the atmosphere?

Style, Tone and Atmosphere 
Understanding the concepts of style, tone and atmosphere will help you when studying poetry and other forms of 
literature. In this lesson we consider various features of a poem by Mogane Wally Serote to see how style and tone 
and atmosphere are conveyed.

 Lesson Outcomes
By the end of this lesson, you should be able to:
• identify the use of poetic language to create style, 

tone, and atmosphere 
• name a the style, tone and atmosphere of a poem
• comment on emotion in poetry 

 Curr�culum L�nks
LO 2: Read�ng and V�ew�ng
explore and explain key features of texts and how they 
contribute to meaning
drama:
• recognise how word choices, imagery and sound 

devices affect mood, meaning and theme
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