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IV.  CULTURAL 

 

tone 

❧ The attitude of the author toward the reader, audience, or subject matter of a literary work. 
An author’s tone may be serious, playful, mocking, and so forth.  

The term is now often used to mean ‘tone of voice,’ a difficult-to-determine characteristic of 
discourse through which writers (and each of us in our daily conversations) reveal a range of 
attitudes towards everything from the subject at hand to those being addressed.  

Hamlet’s disregard for the body of Polonius is cheeky, flippant, and morbid: 

“But indeed, if you find him not this month, you shall nose him as you go up the stairs into 
the lobby.” (Hamlet, 4.3.34-36) 

Tone is sometimes equated with voice, particularly in the sense of a creative authorial voice that 
pervades and underlies literary work. 

Although the terms tone and atmosphere may both be equated with mood, their meanings 
differ. Unlike tone, which refers to the author’s attitude, atmosphere refers to the general 
feeling created for the reader or audience by a work at a given point.  

 

perspective/point of view 

❧ The position or vantage-point from which the events of a text seem to be observed and 
presented to us.  

The chief distinction usually made between points of view is that between third-person 
narratives and first-person narratives.  

A third-person narrator may be omniscient, and therefore show an unrestricted knowledge 
of the story’s events from outside or ‘above’ them; but another kind of third-person narrator 
may confine our knowledge of events to whatever is observed by a single character or a small 
group of characters, this method being known as ‘limited point of view’.  

A first-person narrator’s point of view will normally be restricted to his or her partial 
knowledge and experience, and therefore will not give us access to other characters’ hidden 
thoughts.  

Many modern authors also have used ‘multiple points of view’, in which we are shown the 
events from the positions of two or more different characters. 

 

mood 
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❧ Defined by some critics as synonymous with atmosphere, by others as synonymous with 
tone, and by still others as synonymous with both. Mood is probably closer to atmosphere than 
to tone, but, as a general term, it can be correctly applied to either. One could say that an author 
creates a somber mood, thereby using it as a synonym for atmosphere; one could also say than 
an author’s mood is somber, thereby using it as a synonym for tone. 

  
 Shakespeare uses dialogue to establish mood and setting in Hamlet:  
 
 “Tis bitter cold, / And I am sick at heart.” (Francisco, 1.1.6-7) 
 
implied reader / audience 

❧ The person(s) to whom a text is addressed; the intended audience of a speech. These qualities 
of a text often have a direct influence on verbal style.  

For instance, when Touchstone confronts William in As You Like It 5.1, he uses vocabulary to 
intimidate him, and to impress Audrey with his learning. 

Another example from the same play is Phoebe’s declaration of love to ‘Ganymede,’ in the letter 
that Silvius carries: 

“He that brings this love to thee  

Little knows this love in me;” (4.3) 

 

apostrophe: (from the Greek ‘turning away’)  

❧ A figure of speech in which a thing, a place, an abstract quality, an idea, a dead or absent 
person, is addressed as if present and capable of understanding.  

 
Blow, blow, thou winter wind! 

Thou art not so unkind 

As man’s ingratitude. (As You Like It, 2.7.175-77) 

 

O grim-look'd night! O night with hue so black!  

O night, which ever art when day is not!  

O night, O night, alack, alack, alack … (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 5.1.168-70) 

 

In classical rhetoric, the term could also denote a speaker’s turning to address a particular 
member or section of the audience.  
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The apostrophe is one of the conventions appropriate to the ode and to the elegy.  

The poet’s invocation of a muse in epic poetry is a special form of apostrophe. 

 

irony (from the Greek ‘dissimulation’)  

❧ A subtly humorous perception of inconsistency, in which an apparently straightforward 
statement or event is undermined by its context so as to give it a very different significance.  

At its simplest, as in verbal irony, it involves a discrepancy between what is said and what is 
really meant, as in its crude form, sarcasm.  

Cross-dressing provides ample opportunity for ironic statements: 

“. . . I thank God I am not a woman, to be touched with so many giddy offences as 
he hath generally taxed their whole sex withal.” (Rosalind, 3.2.335-38) 

 

The more sustained structural irony in literature involves the use of a naïve or deluded hero or 
unreliable narrator, whose view of the world differs widely from the true circumstances 
recognized by the author and readers; literary irony thus flatters its readers’ intelligence at the 
expense of a character (or fictional narrator).  

A similar sense of detached superiority is achieved by dramatic irony, in which the audience 
knows more about the character’s situation than the character does, foreseeing an outcome 
contrary to the character’s expectations, and thus ascribing a sharply different sense to some of 
the character’s own statements; in tragedies, this is called tragic irony.  

The term cosmic irony is sometimes used to denote a view of people as the dupes of a cruelly 
mocking fate. 

 

symbol (from the Greek verb symballein, ‘to throw together’ and its noun symbolon, ‘mark’, 
‘emblem’, ‘token’ or ‘sign’)  

❧ An object, animate or inanimate, which represents or ‘stands for’ something else.  

“Now Hercules be thy speed,* young man!” (Rosalind, As You Like It, 1.2.201)  

[*may Hercules bring you luck. Hercules’ name is synonymous with physical strength.] 

“There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance. Pray, love, remember. And there is pansies; 
that’s for thoughts.*” (Ophelia, Hamlet, 4.5.173-74)  

[*Ophelia, recalling each flower’s symbolic meaning, distributes them to Laertes, 
Gertrude, and Claudius.] 
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A symbol differs from an allegorical sign in that it has a real existence, whereas an allegorical 
sign is arbitrary. It can be an action or a gesture, and in literature it is used to combine an image 
with a concept (words themselves are a kind of symbol). 

 

allegory (from the Greek allēgoria, ‘speaking otherwise’)  

❧ A story or visual image with a second distinct meaning partially hidden behind its literal or 
visible meaning. 

The principal technique of allegory is personification, whereby abstract qualities are given 
human shape — as in public statues of Liberty or Justice.  

In written narrative, allegory involves a sustained, continuous parallel between two (or more) 
levels of meaning in a story, so that its persons and events correspond to their equivalents in a 
system of ideas or a chain of events external to the tale.   

In As You Like It, Oliver tells the story of his rescue by Orlando (4.3) in supposedly 
factual terms, or as an event that really happened. But it contains so many symbols (the 
ancient oak, the “green and gilded snake,” the lioness) that it could be construed as an 
allegory—specifically, as a quasi-Biblical story of good defeating evil, and mankind 
overpowering nature. 

An allegory may be conceived as a metaphor that is extended into a structured system. Many 
critics consider the allegory to be an extended metaphor and, conversely, consider metaphors 
— which involve saying one thing but meaning another — to be ‘verbal allegories’. Famous 
examples are John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Milton’s Paradise Lost. 

 

allusion 

❧ Usually an implicit reference, perhaps to another work of literature or art, to a person or an 
event.  

It is often a kind of appeal to a reader to share some experience with the writer. When using 
allusions, a writer tends to assume an established literary tradition and an ability on the part of 
the audience to ‘pick up’ the reference. An allusion enriches the work by association, and gives it 
depth.  

 
 There are many allusions in As You Like It: 

“There is sure another flood toward, and these couples are coming to the ark.*” (Jaques, 
5.4.35-36) 

[*Alluding to a biblical account in Genesis 7:2 in which pairs of male and female 
animals shelter on Noah’s ark to escape the flood that covers the earth.] 
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“They say many young gentlemen flock to him every day and fleet the time carelessly as 
they did in the golden world.*” (Charles, 1.1.111-13) 

[*Alluding to the classical myth of an earlier world of perpetual spring, abundance, 
and ease from which humankind had degenerated (Ovid, Metamorphoses 1). This 
golden world was often identified with a pastoral life.] 


