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    LAURENCE STERNE


    IRISH CLERGYMAN AND WRITER


    
      	Born in Clonmel, Ireland in 1713.


      	Died in London in 1768.


      	Notable works:


      	The Sermons of Mr. Yorick (1760), collection of sermons


      	A Sentimental Journey (1768), novel


      	Memoirs (1985), autobiography

    


    Laurence Sterne was an Anglican clergyman. He studied at Cambridge and eventually graduated with an M.A. in 1740. In 1741, he married Elizabeth Lumley. They had one surviving daughter, Lydia, who after Sterne’s death published many of his unpublished sermons and letters. In 1760, the family moved to Shandy Hall in Yorkshire.


    Throughout his life, Sterne was plagued by tuberculosis and undertook several journeys to France for his health. He also had several love affairs with other women. Both for this and for the contents of his works he was accused of inconsistency, being a representative of the church.


    Although Sterne published several sermons and political writings, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, is the work that earned him perpetual fame even after his death. It was extremely successful and heavily discussed both during his lifetime and throughout the 20th century into the present day, influencing many great thinkers and writers such as Goethe, Nietzsche and Joyce.

  


  
    THE LIFE AND OPINIONS OF TRISTRAM SHANDY, GENTLEMAN


    A WORK OF ART THAT DEFIES CLEAR-CUT DEFINITIONS


    
      	Genre: satirical novel


      	Reference edition: Sterne, L. (2012) The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman. London: Penguin Books.


      	1st edition: 1759-67


      	Themes: satire, bawdy humour, literary experiments, Modernist elements, philosophy, religion, military history

    


    Although the book has here been marked as a satirical novel above, it is extremely difficult to define the genre (or the content, for that matter) of Tristram Shandy: “Artfully constructed to confound the reader’s expectations, it did so with the aim of revealing the infinite ways in which conventional ideas of all sorts have handcuffed our minds and imaginations” (Anderson, 1980:vii). While Sterne builds on earlier literary traditions, as represented by writers such as Swift, Erasmus, Cervantes and Rabelais (ibid.), his work also shows features of works published in much later times, particularly those of Modernist writers (Modernism refers to a literary period in the early 20th century defined by experimentation with form and genre). The book is divided into nine volumes and was published over the span of eight years. The character of Mr Yorick, a village parson, has often been seen as Sterne’s alter ego, particularly since Sterne published his sermons under the same name (New, 2014:8).

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The story of Tristram Shandy does not unfold chronologically and is marked by numerous digressions. The narrator comments on this, priding himself on his unpredictability:


    “For which reason, from the beginning of this, you see, I have constructed the main work and the adventitious parts of it with such intersections, and have so complicated and involved the digressive and progressive movements, one wheel within another, that the whole machine, in general, has been kept a-going […]” (p.67)


    These digressions often have to do with comments on his writing style or the structure of the works. They may relate to various peripheral characters, such as parson Yorick, or stories, such as that of the King of Bohemia. As the story progresses, its humour grows increasingly bawdy.


    VOLUMES I AND II


    The novel opens with the moment of Tristram’s conception. According to him, this is where his misfortunes start, as his mother asks his father about the winding of the clock, which results in the scattering and dispersing of “the animal spirits” (p.4) (referring back to medieval notions of conceiving a child). It then goes on to introduce various characters: the midwife, Dr. Slop and the parson Yorick. Moreover, some of the novel’s central ideas are introduced, such as that of ‘hobby-horses’ (a passionate hobby) and Tristram’s father’s views on Christian names, with his particular dislike of the name Tristram, which set the scene for the further volumes. Great care is taken in introducing Tristram’s uncle Toby Shandy, and this introduction spans both volumes (starting in vol.I, ch.21). While all this takes place, the narrator always returns to the fireside in Shandy-Hall on the night of Tristram’s birth, where first Walter (Tristram’s father) and Toby are gathered, and are later joined by Dr. Slop, Toby’s servant Trim, and Obadiah and Susannah, two of the servants in Shandy-Hall. One of the digressions introduces Toby’s ‘hobby-horse’: a passion for anything and everything to do with the army and military.


    VOLUMES III AND IV


    In volume three, Tristram is finally born (p.202). Through an unfortunate accident with Dr. Slop’s newly invented forceps, Tristram’s nose is crushed during the birth. This leads to a digressive explanation of Walter’s devastation at this: he believes that a long nose is essential to a man’s fortune, as well as being born feet-first. He therefore believes his son to be extremely unfortunate and resolves on naming him Trismegistus to counter-balance these negative predispositions. However, on his first night Tristram is believed to be dying and a baptism is performed immediately. Walter tells Susannah the name, but she misremembers it and Tristram is therefore named Tristram. Walter, Toby and Yorick attend a dinner with “commissaries, officials, advocates, proctors, registers, […] school-divines, and others” (p.288) in order to get Tristram’s name changed; however, this endeavour is unsuccessful.


    VOLUMES V AND VI


    In volume five, Tristram’s elder brother Bobby dies suddenly and with no further explanation by the narrator, making Tristram Walter’s sole heir. Walter sets about writing what he calls a ‘Tristrapaedia’ in order to educate Tristram, who is at the same time left to his mother’s ‘bad’ influence, which consequently counteracts any ‘good’ influence the ‘Tristrapaedia’ might have. One incident at the age of five is related: Tristram is hit by a sash. However, this incident is not spoken about at length, and the narrative returns to conversations between Walter, Toby, Trim and parson Yorick. In volume six, Dr. Slop treats Tristram’s wound, and the character and story of Le Fever are introduced: he was a soldier in the army with Toby and died of an illness, so his son was taken care of by Toby and is now hired as a tutor for Tristram. In the last chapter of the volume, the narrator sketches the ways his narrative in the preceding volumes has progressed and offers his hopes that now it will progress in a straight line (pp.454-456).


    VOLUME VII


    This volume seems somehow unconnected to either the ones before or the ones after it. It jumps to Tristram’s adulthood and recounts his travels through France – he is very ill and states that he is fleeing death. In a short digression, the reader also learns of a previous trip to Europe taken by the Shandy family. Various other stories of bawdy humour and satire are woven into the narrative, including that of the abbess of Andoüillets and that of Amanda and Amandus.


    VOLUMES VIII AND IX


    The last two volumes are preoccupied with what is termed ‘Toby’s amours’, which have been hinted at repeatedly from the beginning of the novel. These take place a few years before Tristram’s birth: the widow Wadman, who lives nearby, has taken a liking to Toby. As soon as Toby realises that he returns her feelings he begins to court her (in the fashion of a military attack). His loyal servant Trim simultaneously ‘courts’ the widow’s maid. The volume contrasts accounts of love by Trim, who takes a very physical approach, and Walter, who takes a philosophical one. Toby, who is inexperienced in love affairs, misunderstands the widow’s preoccupation with his wounded groin as compassion, rather than an enquiry on the possibilities of married life. This prompts Walter to orate upon lustful women. In the last chapter, all the major characters are gathered in Shandy-Hall (except for Tristram, as this takes place before his birth): Tristram’s mother and father, Toby, Trim, Susannah, Yorick, Dr. Slop and Obadiah. Yorick concludes that the story is about “[a] COCK and a BULL […]” (p.630), meaning the story is a cock and bull (a nonsensical) story.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    TRISTRAM SHANDY


    Although he is the main character of the novel, as the title suggests, the reader learns relatively little about Tristram. They are acquainted with the circumstances concerning his birth, and one incident when Tristram is five years old, but then only learn about Tristram’s travels through Europe as an adult.


    He often mentions a person named Jenny, whom the reader presumes to be his wife, although Tristram negates this impression at the beginning of the novel. Tristram, in his adulthood, is ill (p.612). He is also widely travelled (p.612-613) and seems to have debts (p.604). He gives the impression of being slightly snobbish (p.502) He states that he does all things to extremes (p.534) and is well-spirited (p.459): “[…] so I never chaff, but take the good and the bad as they fall in my road, and get on” (p.469). He seems to take after his father in liking to philosophise, and in having superstitious fits (p.612).


    TOBY SHANDY


    Toby arguably plays a more central role than Tristram in the novel. He is Tristram’s uncle, and his affairs with the widow Wadman constitute a linking point between the various volumes: they are always hinted at and are the main object of the last volume.


    Toby’s ‘hobby-horse’ (main preoccupation) is anything to do with warfare and the military. For this reason, he and his servant Trim transform the bowling-green of his house into various cities, in order to re-enact real-life warfare. He possesses a great knowledge of warfare and frequently refers to it in conversation, sometimes misunderstanding other people’s remarks as something concerning military movements. Toby takes up this hobby after receiving a wound on his groin in the Battle of Namur.


    He is painted as a good and generous person: he is courageous (p.106) and has “a peaceful, placid nature” (ibid.), and also possesses a universal goodwill (ibid.) and no resentment towards others (p.109). He is not naturally eloquent but can be so on subjects close to his heart (p.86).


    Toby possesses an “unparalleled modesty of nature” (p.439) and has no knowledge on women (p.96), leading to several misunderstandings between him and the widow Wadman: while she wants to know whether the wound on his groin would impede their married life, he mistakes this for compassion on her side.


    WALTER SHANDY


    Walter is Tristram’s father and a natural and moral philosopher (p.95). His philosophising takes up large parts of his speech and is his ‘hobby-horse’. Tristram repeatedly characterises Walter’s views of the world as different from anyone else’s (p.172). One of his preoccupations is his opinions on Christian names, and on noses. Walter’s opinions lean towards the superstitious: he believes in astrology as well (p.194). Walter is very eloquent (p.198) and a politician (p.200). He also writes books (p.352) and is in trade (p.317)


    He is temperamental (p.383), but “his anger at its worst was never more than a spark.” (p.194). He and his wife do not have much in common. They have two children: Bobby, who dies, and Tristram, who is a disappointment to his father.
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