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Understanding the tone of Eugene O’Neill’s play Where The Cross Is Made is essential for
appreciating its thematic depth and emotional impact. As a prominent figure in American
drama, O’Neill’s works often explore complex human emotions, spiritual struggles, and
existential questions. In this particular play, the tone reflects a profound sense of
introspection, spiritual longing, and sometimes, a stark portrayal of human suffering.
Analyzing the tone involves examining the language, imagery, character interactions, and
overall mood that O’Neill masterfully employs to evoke specific emotional responses from
the audience. This article delves into the various facets of the tone in Where The Cross Is
Made, exploring how it contributes to the play’s themes and the playwright’s artistic
intentions.

Understanding the Context of Where The Cross Is
Made

Before exploring the tone, it is important to understand the context of Eugene O’Neill’s
Where The Cross Is Made. This play is one of O’Neill’s lesser-known works but
nonetheless significant in understanding his spiritual and philosophical explorations. The
play is set against a backdrop of religious symbolism and personal reflection, often
depicting characters grappling with faith, guilt, and redemption.

O’Neill, known for his deeply psychological and often tragic plays like Long Day’s Journey
Into Night and The Iceman Cometh, frequently uses his works to probe the human
condition. Where The Cross Is Made is no exception, embodying themes of spiritual
salvation and human frailty. The tone of the play often mirrors these themes—serious,
contemplative, and sometimes somber—while also containing moments of hope and
spiritual awakening.

Defining the Tone in Literary Context

What Is Tone in Literature?

Tone refers to the attitude or emotional quality that a writer conveys through their
writing. It influences how the audience perceives characters, themes, and the overall
message of the work. Tone can be formal, informal, somber, joyful, ironic, or a mixture of



these, depending on the author's intent.
Significance of Tone in O’Neill’s Plays

In Eugene O’Neill’s plays, tone is a crucial element that enhances the emotional depth and
philosophical underpinnings. His works often oscillate between despair and hope, realism
and symbolism, which makes the tone complex and layered. In Where The Cross Is Made,
the tone serves to evoke feelings of spiritual yearning, existential anxiety, and redemptive
hope.

The Main Characteristics of the Tone in Where
The Cross Is Made

1. Somberness and Seriousness

One of the most prominent features of the play’s tone is its somber and serious nature.
O’Neill employs a language style that is reflective, often laden with religious and spiritual
symbolism. The characters’ dialogues suggest a profound sense of internal struggle, guilt,
and longing for salvation.

- The play’s imagery often evokes darkness, suffering, and the cross as a symbol of
sacrifice.

- The tone underscores the gravity of the characters’ spiritual dilemmas.

2. Spiritual Reverence and Longing

O’Neill’s tone also reflects a deep reverence for spiritual themes. The characters’
dialogues and monologues often express a longing for divine intervention, forgiveness, and
redemption.

- The language is imbued with religious connotations.

- The tone conveys a sense of hope amid despair, emphasizing the possibility of spiritual
salvation.

3. Introspective and Reflective Mood

Throughout the play, there is a contemplative tone that encourages both characters and
audiences to reflect on moral, spiritual, and existential themes.

- The play’s tone invites introspection about human suffering and divine grace.
- It emphasizes personal responsibility and the search for meaning.

4. Melancholy and Tragedy

A pervasive sense of melancholy runs through the play, reinforcing its tragic undertones.
O’Neill’s use of poignant language and imagery creates an emotionally charged



atmosphere.

- The tone often conveys the pain of spiritual alienation.
- Characters’ experiences evoke empathy and sorrow.

How Eugene O’Neill Uses Language to Establish
Tone

Eugene O’Neill’s mastery of language plays a pivotal role in establishing the tone of
Where The Cross Is Made. His use of poetic, symbolic, and sometimes stark language
amplifies the emotional resonance of the play.

Key Techniques Include:

- Poetic Diction: Elevated language and poetic imagery evoke a sense of spiritual grandeur
and solemnity.

- Symbolism: The cross as a symbol of sacrifice, salvation, and suffering influences the
tone, making it reverent and contemplative.

- Repetition: Repetitive phrases underscore themes of despair and hope, reinforcing the
serious tone.

- Imagery: Vivid descriptions of darkness, light, and religious symbols deepen the
emotional impact.

The Role of Characters in Shaping the Play’s Tone

Characters in Where The Cross Is Made embody different aspects of the spiritual and
emotional landscape, further shaping the tone.

Main Character Archetypes:

- The Penitent Soul: Exhibits repentance, embodying spiritual longing and remorse.

- The Doubter: Reflects skepticism and existential questioning, adding a layer of tension
and somberness.

- The Redeemed or Hopeful: Represents the possibility of salvation, infusing moments of
lightness and hope into the overall serious tone.

The interactions between these characters highlight the play’s tonal shifts—moving from
despair to hope, from doubt to faith.



The Impact of Tone on Audience Reception

Emotional Engagement

The serious and contemplative tone draws the audience into an emotional journey, evoking
empathy for the characters’ struggles.

Thematic Depth

The tone reinforces the play’s themes of redemption, suffering, and divine grace, making it
resonate on a spiritual level.

Reflection and Interpretation

O’Neill’s use of a somber tone encourages viewers to reflect on their own beliefs, morality,
and the human condition.

Conclusion: The Significance of the Tone in
Where The Cross Is Made

In summary, the tone of Eugene O’Neill’s Where The Cross Is Made is characterized by its
seriousness, spiritual reverence, introspection, and underlying tragedy. It is carefully
crafted through language, imagery, and character interactions to evoke a profound
emotional and philosophical response. The somber yet hopeful tone underscores the play’s
exploration of human suffering and the possibility of spiritual salvation. Ultimately,
O’Neill’s mastery of tone not only enhances the emotional depth of the play but also
invites the audience to engage with universal questions about faith, morality, and
redemption.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the overall tone of Eugene ONeill's "Where The
Cross Is Made'?

The tone of the play is somber and reflective, emphasizing themes of suffering, faith, and
existential despair.

How does Eugene ONeill convey a sense of despair in
‘Where The Cross Is Made'?

ONeill uses bleak imagery, somber language, and a contemplative atmosphere to evoke
feelings of despair and spiritual longing.

Is the tone of "'Where The Cross Is Made' hopeful or
hopeless?

The tone leans towards hopelessness and introspection, highlighting human suffering and
the search for meaning amidst despair.

What emotional response does Eugene ONeill aim to
evoke with the tone of this play?

ONeill seeks to evoke feelings of empathy, introspection, and a profound sense of the
spiritual and emotional struggles faced by individuals.

How does the tone in 'Where The Cross Is Made' reflect
the play's themes?

The somber and contemplative tone underscores themes of faith, suffering, and the human
condition, emphasizing the gravity of the characters' spiritual journeys.

In what ways does Eugene ONeill use tone to enhance
the play's tragic elements?

ONeill employs a serious and reflective tone, using language and imagery that deepen the
sense of tragedy and the existential questions faced by the characters.

Additional Resources
What Is The Tone Of Where The Cross Is Made By Eugene O’Neill?

Eugene O’Neill’s play Where The Cross Is Made stands as a compelling piece of American
theatrical literature, blending themes of faith, family, suffering, and the quest for



redemption. As with much of O’Neill’s work, the tone—an overarching emotional and
attitudinal quality—serves as a vital lens through which to interpret the play’s deeper
meanings. Analyzing the tone of Where The Cross Is Made reveals not only O’Neill’s
artistic intentions but also the complex emotional landscape that characterizes his tragic
vision.

In this article, we will explore the tone of Where The Cross Is Made in detail, examining its
emotional textures, thematic resonances, and stylistic nuances. We will delve into how
O’Neill constructs a tone that oscillates between despair and hope, religiosity and
skepticism, despairing introspection and compassionate understanding. This analysis aims
to provide a thorough understanding of the play’s tone and its significance within O’Neill’s
oeuvre and American drama.

Understanding Tone in Literature and Drama

Before dissecting the tone of Where The Cross Is Made, it is important to contextualize

what “tone” entails in a literary and theatrical framework. In essence, tone refers to the
attitude or emotional coloring that the author or playwright conveys through language,

characterization, dialogue, and stylistic choices. It can be formal or informal, hopeful or
despairing, reverent or irreverent, depending on the work’s themes and intent.

In drama, tone influences how the audience perceives characters, interprets dialogue, and
ultimately connects with the narrative’s emotional core. O’Neill, renowned for his mastery
of tone, often employs subtle shifts—moving from moments of stark realism to poetic
lyricism—to evoke complex emotional responses.

Contextual Background of Where The Cross Is
Made

Where The Cross Is Made was written in 1911 when O’Neill was still in his early career,
reflecting his interest in religious themes, American spirituality, and personal struggles
with faith. Though less frequently staged than some of his later masterpieces, the play
offers a window into O’Neill’s developing sense of theatrical tone—one that is marked by
emotional depth, ambiguity, and moral inquiry.

The play revolves around themes of religious salvation, familial conflict, and the human
yearning for transcendence. Set in a rural American setting, it portrays characters
grappling with their spiritual beliefs amid personal suffering. These themes inherently
influence the tone, shaping it as one that is contemplative, intense, and often conflicted.



Analyzing the Tone of Where The Cross Is Made

The Melancholic and Reverent Underpinning

One of the defining features of the tone in Where The Cross Is Made is its underlying
melancholy. O’Neill’s language, characterizations, and thematic focus suggest a pervasive
sense of sorrow and longing. The characters’ struggles with faith and morality are tinged
with a sadness that feels both personal and universal.

This melancholic tone is reinforced through:

- Language and Dialogue: The dialogue often employs poetic, lyrical language that evokes
a sense of spiritual yearning, yet is tinged with despair or doubt. Phrases that reference
suffering, sin, or redemption carry a somber weight.

- Symbolism: Religious symbols, such as the cross, are invoked with reverence but also
ambiguity, reflecting a complex attitude toward faith—both as a source of hope and as a
symbol of suffering.

Conflict Between Faith and Doubt

O’Neill’s tone is also characterized by a tension between reverence and skepticism.
Characters often speak with genuine faith but are also plagued by doubts and internal
conflicts. This duality creates a tone that oscillates between sacred earnestness and
skeptical uncertainty.

- Religious fervor imbues parts of the play with a tone of solemnity and awe.

- Doubt and questioning introduce an undercurrent of existential ambiguity, challenging
the audience to consider the limits of faith and the nature of divine justice.

Introspection and Moral Ambiguity

A significant aspect of the tone is its introspective quality. Characters reflect deeply on
their sins, suffering, and the possibility of salvation. O’Neill’s language is often
introspective, layered with emotional complexity.

This introspection fosters a tone that is contemplative—sometimes painfully so—inviting
the audience into the characters’ inner worlds. Moral ambiguity further complicates the
tone, as characters are neither wholly good nor evil but human in their imperfections.

Tragedy and Resilience

While the tone leans toward tragedy—marked by themes of suffering, loss, and moral



failure—there is also a streak of resilience and hope. Characters may face despair but
continue to seek meaning or redemption.

This combination creates a nuanced tone that balances despair with a faint glimmer of
hope, aligning with O’Neill’s broader tragic vision that recognizes human frailty yet
aspires toward spiritual transcendence.

Stylistic Devices That Shape the Tone

O’Neill employs various stylistic devices to craft and reinforce the play’s tone:

- Poetic Language: The use of lyrical, poetic dialogue elevates moments of spiritual
reflection, imbuing the play with a sacred, almost ritualistic tone.

- Religious Imagery: Vivid imagery connected to crosses, suffering, and salvation deepen
the sacred tone but also introduce ambiguity, questioning the efficacy and nature of faith.
- Pacing and Structure: The pacing often slows during introspective monologues,
emphasizing the contemplative tone. Sharp, sudden moments of conflict punctuate the
narrative, heightening emotional intensity.

- Contrast and Juxtaposition: O’Neill contrasts moments of serenity with chaos, faith with
doubt, to underscore the play’s complex emotional and moral landscape.

The Play’s Overall Tone and Its Impact

The cumulative effect of these elements is a rich, multi-layered tone that invites the
audience into a profound meditation on human suffering, spiritual longing, and moral
ambiguity. The tone of Where The Cross Is Made is best described as:

- Reverent yet questioning: It respects religious symbols and faith but also critically
examines their roles in human life.

- Somber yet hopeful: While steeped in tragedy and despair, there remains an
undercurrent of resilience and the possibility of redemption.

- Introspective and meditative: The play encourages deep reflection on moral and spiritual
matters, often through poetic language and symbolic imagery.

This tone aligns with O’Neill’s broader thematic concerns—exploring the limits of human
endurance, the search for meaning amid suffering, and the complex relationship between
faith and doubt.



Conclusion: The Significance of the Tone

Understanding the tone of Where The Cross Is Made is essential to appreciating its
emotional depth and thematic richness. O’Neill crafts a tone that is neither wholly
optimistic nor entirely despairing but instead oscillates between these poles, capturing the
human condition in its full complexity.

The play’s tone functions as a mirror to the characters’ internal struggles, reflecting the
universal human experience of seeking meaning in suffering and grappling with faith’s
ambiguities. For audiences and scholars alike, recognizing this nuanced tone enhances
our understanding of O’Neill’s artistic vision and his contribution to American drama’s
exploration of spiritual and moral questions.

In sum, Where The Cross Is Made exemplifies O’Neill’s mastery in blending tragedy,
spirituality, and introspection into a compelling tonal fabric—one that continues to
resonate and invite reflection decades after its creation.
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